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When the term ‘design object’ is used to refer to artifacts, we presuppose that they can serve
mundane functions and provide aesthetic pleasure. In many cases, the visual form of a design
object is a result of achieving aesthetic function and practical function. What is the relation
between these two functions? In the design process, designers also strike a balance between
aesthetic pursuit, utilitarian purpose and other factors, such as environmental protection.
What is the balance of these aims (aesthetic aim and the non-aesthetic aims)? My research on
this topic suggests that it may be useful to conceive it in terms of appropriateness. The aim of
this dissertation is to investigate the relation between aesthetic and non-aesthetic functions in
design objects. Another, larger and more fundamental, purpose of this dissertation is to
analyze the notion of appropriateness in design through the conceptions of aesthetic value and
moral value.
The findings of this research contribute to my argument that appropriateness as a property
found in design objects is a balance of aesthetic value, functional value and moral value. This
unique quality found in design object can be found in many successful universal designs, and it
is also part of the reason why this style can prevail for decades. This research also brings two
academic disciplines (the studies of design and aesthetics) together. It is something new and
timely from which both disciplines could benefit. In addition, the discussion of Wucius Wong’s
art, which is part of the analysis of the different functions of design objects, is an original
finding which contributes a detailed understanding of Wong’s art and its relation with design
concepts.
The appropriateness of design is a decision after all things have been considered in the
deliberation. It is not necessarily the best and it can be ever changing according to different
situations. The investigation of this topic is not aimed at finding an ideal approach to achieve
the appropriateness in design, but through the investigation of the relation between aesthetic
function and non-aesthetic functions, and the relation of aesthetic value, functional value and
moral value of design objects to contribute architects and designers in making an appropriate
decision during the design process.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
When the term ‘design object’ is used to refer to artifacts, we presuppose they serve
mundane functions such as boiling water. We also suppose that the design object can
provide aesthetic pleasure to a perceiver. When we trace back to the theory of
architecture, which has a close relation with design theory, architecture has been
described as aiming to strike a balance between commodity, firmness, and delight.1
Commodity and firmness are non-aesthetic aims, while delight is an aesthetic aim.
Something similar is true of design objects. Designers also strike a balance between
utilitarian purposes and visual delight in the design process. But what is the ‘balance’
between them, is it an aesthetic aim or a non-aesthetic aim? If the latter, then what
kind of non-aesthetic aim is it? My research on this topic suggests that it may be useful
to conceive of this aim in terms of appropriateness. The term ‘appropriate’ (‘right’,
‘fitting’ and ‘suitable’) is at least used in two ways .2 Sometimes it is used in the sense of
‘morally appropriate’, to express a judgment about human action and behavior.
Sometimes it is also used to evaluate an object, such as a building or a part of it. 3 In any
case, the appropriateness in design is a balance of different values.
What are these values? Actually, the notion of appropriateness can also be found in
other art forms. The appropriateness in architecture is a balance of aesthetic pursuit
and functionality. The appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy is a balance of aesthetic
pursuit and moral consideration. These findings indicate that in many cases of art
creation the notion of appropriateness is a relation of aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic
1

Geoffrey Scott, The Architecture of Humanism: A Study in the History of Taste (New York: W.W. Norton,
1999), 15.
2
Dictionary.com, s.v. “appropriate,” accessed March 31, 2010, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/
appropriate
3
Ibid.
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aims. This gives directions to the research of this topic. The aim of this dissertation is to
investigate the relation between aesthetic and non-aesthetic functions in design
objects. Another, larger and more fundamental, purpose of this dissertation is to
analyze the notion of appropriateness in design through conceptions of aesthetic value
and moral value. The conceptions of (analytic) aesthetics are applied as the major
research methodology.
In this dissertation, the introductions of the background of this topic are the changes of
the definition of design, design as a topic in different academic disciplines, the two
major approaches of modern design, the relation of universal design with modern art
history, and the notions of appropriateness in architecture and Chinese Calligraphy.
The analysis of the appropriateness in design through the conceptions of aesthetic
value is in chapter 5. Aesthetics concepts are applied to analyse the aesthetic qualities
found in design objects, which include the balance of visual form and content, and the
functional beauty of artifacts. I will try to argue that the unique aesthetic quality found
in design objects is the balance of visual form, content and practical function, which
contribute its aesthetic value.
The analysis of the appropriateness in design through the conceptions of moral value is
in chapter 6. Consequentialists’ notions of what is ‘good’ and ‘right’, and the values of
virtue and vice are applied to analyse the moral value of human behavior and action
reflected by design objects. Examples are used to illustrate the relation and conflict of
aesthetic value and moral value in the design process.

2

The findings in Chapter 5 and 6 suggest that design objects are made to achieve the
aesthetic and non-aesthetic aims, and these aims are often in conflicts. It can be a
conflict between aesthetic function and practical function and a conflict between
aesthetic function and moral consideration. Based on these findings, I will try to argue
that appropriateness as a property found in design objects is a balance of aesthetic
value, functional value and moral value.
However, the case of graphic design indicates a problem in clarifying the relation of
aesthetic and practical functions of design objects, since both aesthetic function and
practical function coexist in one visual form of graphic design. The relation between
these two functions is unclear. It is possible for an art object and a design object to
share the same visual form, content and aesthetic quality. What is the difference
between art objects and design objects in terms of the relation of aesthetic function
and practical function? The Swiss grid and the art of Wucius Wong are used as cases
studies for this investigation.

3

Diagrams of the dissertation’s structure:
As the dissertation refers to many philosophical arguments and conceptions to
construct and support the thesis statement. In ordering to give the reader a clear
picture of the topic, the following two diagrams illustrate the formation of the thesis
and the structure of this dissertation. There are also three diagrams in chapter 5, 6 and
7, which illustrate the major components of the thesis, and the problem and solution of
the argument in the thesis.

Diagram1: The formation of the thesis statement

Vitruvius' theory of
architecture: A well-built
structure is a result of
striking a balance between
commodity, firmness and
delight.

Two usages of the term
'appropriate' ('right', 'fitting'
and suitable'):
1) The evaluation of an
object.
2) The evaluation of human
action and behaviour.

Appropriateness in
architecture: The balance of
aesthetic pursuit and
functionality.
Appropriateness in Chinese
calligraphy: The balance of
aesthetic pursuit and moral
consideration.

Thesis: Appropriateness as a property found
in design objects is a balance of aesthetic
value , functional value and moral value.
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Diagram 2: Justification of the thesis

The balance
of aesthetic
value and
functional
value

Thesis:
Appropriateness as a
property found in
design objects is a
balance of aesthetic
value , functional
value and moral value.
The balance
of aesthetic
value and
moral value
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Chapter 2: The definition of design, and design as a topic in aesthetics
2.1: A history of changes in the definition of design
Philip Rawson states ‘Design is the means by which we order their surroundings, reshaping natural materials to suit our needs and purposes.’4 During evolution, the
human race has developed the ability to plan and apply techniques in order to deal
with the challenges caused by the natural world.5 We have learned to make tools to
hunt, to cook and to survive in natural environment. Design is a kind of constructive
intelligence in making artifacts.6
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word ‘design’ has two primary
meanings.7 In one sense, ‘design’ refers to the elements of a work of art and the
consciousness of the arrangement of those elements.8 Philips S. Raizman claims that
this sense is chosen when the word ‘design’ is used to describe the elements in a wide
range of visual arts from paintings and sculptures to multi-media art.9 In another sense,
‘design’ refers to the maker’s conception of the finished form of an artifact. The form
of this conception can be a drawing, model or specifications for the production of an
artifact.10 This conception can be present in artistic creation, but also in the making of
everyday objects, especially the prototypes of products for machinery-made mass
production.11 However, what ‘design’ in this second sense amounts to tremendous

4

Philips S. Rawson, Design (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1987), 10.
Ibid., 10.
6
Ibid., 10.
7
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, 6th ed, s.v. “design.”
8
David Raizman, History of Modern Design (Upper Saddle River, N. J.: Prentice, 2004), 11.
9
Ibid., 11.
10
Ibid., 11.
11
Ibid., 11.
5
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changes in history, especially since the Industrial Revolution. It reflects different stages
of relation between human and artifacts, from feudal, industrial to capitalist society.
Before the Industrial Revolution, the word ‘design’ (in its second sense) referred to a
drawing plan for the production of an artifact. This is confined by several sources from
which the word ‘design’ may derive. MacDoland states ‘The word itself is derived from
the Latin designare which meant to drawn, but had connotations of planning,
composing and producing.’12 The second one is from the Italian word disegno in the
Renaissance period, which literally meant drawing.13 However the meaning also
included intellectual thought and effectively separated conception and execution.14
The third one is from the 16th Century England, where the term ‘design’ meant a sketch
for an artwork.15
However, as a consequence of the Industrial Revolution, the word ‘design’ no longer
referred to the plan required for the production of a single object. In late the 19th
Century, everyday products like pottery and furniture started to be produced by
machines, although the result was of poor quality.16 In the 1920s, Walter Gropius
(1883-1969), the founder of the Bauhaus design school in Germany, established a new
conception of design.17 According to this conception, ‘design’ is an input that can
improve the visual form of a product suitable for standardized machine production and
that is aimed at making everyday products to be modern, inexpensive, durable and
12

Juliette MacDonald, “Design and Modern Culture”, in Exploring Visual Culture: Definitions, Concepts,
Contents, ed. Mattew Rampley (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 51.
13
Thomas Hauffe, Design: A Concise History (London: Laurence King, 1998), 10.
14
John A. Walker, Design History and the History of Design (London: Pluto; Winchester, Mass.:
Distributed in USA by Unwin Hyman, 1989), 23.
15
Thomas Hauffe, Design: A Concise History (London: Laurence King, 1998), 10.
16
Ibid., 12.
17
Penny Sparke, Felice Hodges, Emma Dent Coad, and Anne Stone, Design Source Book (London:
Macdonald, 1986), 95.
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beautiful.18 As a result, ‘design’ came to be identified with (part of the process leading
to) mass produced products in industrial societies.19 The term ‘design’ then started
from this period to refer to industrial design.
The notion of ‘design’ as industrial design was further enhanced by educational
institutions in European countries. The British government was a pioneer in
establishing institutions dedicated to formal design education. In 1836, the foundation
of Schools of Design restricted the definitions of ‘design’ to industrial design and
‘designer’ to the one who makes designs.20 Since then the word ‘design’ also entered
the vocabulary in France, Germany and Italy to mean ‘industrial design’.21
Moreover, what ‘design’ refers to continue to change in the consumer culture of the
20th Century. The economy in the West started to recover after World War One (WWI)
and by the mid-1930s the wealth of social groups significantly increased. The demand
for ‘style conscious’ everyday goods increased. This led to the penetration of ‘style
conscious’ goods in the mass market which altered the life-styles of many people.22
However, we should aware that the phenomena of consumer culture, the desire of
luxury and novelty, and the pursuit of stylistic goods have occurred in Europe since the
16th Century.23 Design plays a more significant role in the consumer culture of the 20 th
Century.

18

Ibid., 96.
Thomas Hauffe, Design: A Concise History (London: Laurence King, 1998), 13.
20
Simon Jervis, The Penguin Dictionary of Design and Designers (London: A. Lane, 1984), 11.
21
Ibid., 11.
22
Penny Sparke, Felice Hodges, Emma Dent Coad, and Anne Stone, Design Source Book (London:
Routledge, 1992), 132.
23
th
A description of the European consumer revolution by Maxine Berg: In the 16 Century, European
countries started to import goods from countries of the East, like China, Japan and India. Oriental goods
of luxury brought changes to the material culture in Europe. Consumers were fascinated by the exotic
skills and the use of new materials, such as silk, porcelain and lacquer ware. This exotic luxury also
19
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In addition, design styles became available to the masses through design exhibitions
since the 1920s. For example, in 1925, a Paris exhibition by the same name introduced
Art Deco; in 1937, British and Italian exhibitions displayed Surrealism; and in 1939, the
New York World’s Fair displayed futuristic products.24 This enhanced consumers’
acceptance of ‘style conscious’ products. By the late 1950s, design had become a
prominent feature in many people’s lives, which communicated life-style value.25 For
example, the American streamlining design in electrical products is a style benefiting
from new technologies.26
Furthermore, as a result of competition in the consumer market, many products soon
arrived to a technically mature stage. The distinction in products’ quality is not obvious.
Design for visual appeal became an important factor in attempts to increase sales.
Design is an important means for the Americans industries to survive during the
economic depression in the 1930s; England, Germany, Finland and Japan soon
followed.27 After 1945, design became an important means for countries to guarantee
their position within world trade.28 The word ‘design’ came to stand for the styling of a
product’s visual appearance.

brought changes to European consumption patterns and production processes. The taste of prestige
shifted from the pursuit of precious materials like gold and silver to inexpensive materials like glass and
maiolica, which represents the qualities of variety and craftsmanship. This accelerated the product
innovation and technological innovation in Europe. People conceived the possession of novel and
luxurious goods as refined living. Maxine Berg, “Asian Luxuries and the Making of the European
Consumer Revolution,” in Luxury in the Eighteen Century: Debates, Desires and Delectable Goods, eds.
Maxine Berg and Elizabeth Eger (Houndmills, Balsingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave, 2003), 229230.
24
Ibid., 137.
25
Ibid., 161.
26
Ibid., 141.
27
Penny Sparke, Felice Hodges, Emma Dent Coad, and Anne Stone, Design Source Book (London:
Routledge, 1992), 136.
28
Ibid., 136.
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In the late 1950s, design became increasingly identified with stylization.29 In the U.S.
and Europe, the teenager market emerged and women became financially more
independent.30 The consumer market soon diversified into fragments of different
consumer groups. Together with the influence of popular culture (for example,
Hollywood movies and Rock ’n ‘Roll music), consumers looked for stylistic products for
fun and fashion. In the mid-1970s, ‘fashion’ or ‘style’ became an essential element in
product design.31 In the 20th Century, the visual appearance of products gradually
became a tool for visual communication, similar to the function of graphic design. The
design input on product was not only for visual appeal but an expression of cultural
identity. A new conception of ‘design’ emerged according to which it is not only a
matter of the visual appearance of the product but also of different cultural values
conveyed by that appearance.
Nowadays, the category of design objects not merely includes physical objects, but also
computer programs, communication and information technologies, genetic
engineering, etc. Continuous inventions lead to the inclusion in the category of design
of a wide diversity of objects. As a result, our understanding of what design is may be
changing as well. In the 1980s, design historians started to have serious discussions on
the definition of ‘design’.32
A proposal by Victor Margolin may help to demonstrate how comprehensive our
understanding of design has become in modern times: ‘Design is the conception and
planning of the artificial, that broad domain of human made products which includes:

29

Ibid., 165.
Ibid., 165.
31
Ibid., 188.
32
Thomas Hauffe, Design: A Concise History (London: Laurence King, 1998), 9.
30
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material objects, visual and verbal communications, organized activities and services
and complex systems and environments for living, working, playing, and learning.’ 33
Another design historian, Victor Papanek, gave an even more embracing definition: ‘All
men are designers. All that we do, almost all the time, is design, for design is basic to all
human activity. The planning and patterning of any act towards a desired, foreseeable
end constitutes the design process … design is composing an epic poem, executing a
mural, painting a masterpiece, writing a concerto. But design is also cleaning and
reorganizing a desk drawer … design is the conscious effort to impose meaningful
order.’ 34
Different definitions of ‘design’ indicate the difficulties in determining the object of
study, but we can find that our conception of design changes whenever our society
changes. In feudal societies ‘design’ is a basic human activity of planning to made
objects. Starting from the late 18th Century, design is a specialist activity associated
with the Industrial Revolution and mass production. Starting from the mid-19th
Century, design became a visual sign that reflects contemporary culture, and it is also
an important element that enhanced popular culture and consumerism.

33

Victor Margolin, “Design History or Design Studies: Subject Matter and Methods,” Design Issues, Vol.
11, No. 1 (Spring, 1995), 13.
34
Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change (London: Thames &
Hudson, 1972), 17.
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2.2: Design as a topic in different academic disciplines
As there are so many different conceptions of design, it is better to understand which
are included and from what perspective we would like to investigate them. Let us look
at how different academic disciplines have in fact focused on design.
The early study of design history was preoccupied with the history of style and
decoration and was heavily influenced by the history of art. For example, some
historians limited their object of study to examples of popular and exceptional design,
so called ‘design classics’ or ‘cult objects’, by famous architects and designers. 35 The
qualitative distinction is often made between the professional and amateur. For
example, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of Modern Design from William Morris to
Walter Gropius (1936) was part of this trend.36
In the 1970s, a new academic discipline called Visual Culture questioned the field of
investigation occupied by art history.37 Instead of engaging exclusively in formal
analysis of works of art in traditional art history, a multi-disciplinary approach was
adopted, integrating sociology, philosophy, anthropology, art history, psychology,
psychoanalysis and cultural studies.38 Within this new approach, all visual forms are
admissible into the academic canon.
Some design historians were already aware of the influence of popular culture on

35

John A. Walker, Design History and the History of Design (London: Pluto; Winchester, 1989), 26.
Victor Margolin, “Design history or Design Studies: subject matter and methods,” Design Issues, vol.
11, no. 1 (Spring, 1995), 5.
37
Guy Julier, The Culture of Design (London: SAGE, 2007), 7.
38
James Elkins, Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2003), 2.
36
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design. For example, Reyner Banham’s essay, “Who is the ‘Pop’?”, is an influential
essay exploring the history of mass-produced goods.39 Together with influential
changes in art history, eventually, design historians started to think that it is difficult to
determine whose taste or preferences are better. Some design historians argue, ‘Are
the tastes and value judgments of the historian or design world experts to prevail over
those of other social groups?’40 John A. Walker concluded that it is a dilemma of
whether design history should be regarded as ‘humanistic’ discipline akin to the study
of language, literature, the classic, etc., or as a social science akin to sociology,
anthropology, geography, etc.41
Some design historians have shifted from the art historical approach to viewing design
objects as a social phenomenon. For example, Victor Margolin states ‘To think of
design history as a discipline based on firm assumptions of what design is and how we
might study its past is to ignore the dynamic crossings of intellectual boundaries that
are occurring elsewhere.’42 Nigel Whiteley also claims ‘The matter is not about the
intellectual content of the design but the visual impact and appropriateness to
particular and temporary circumstances.’43 On the approach favored by Culture
Studies, design is a cultural phenomenon. Culture is considered within a broad context.

39

Reyner Banham, “Who is the ‘Pop’ ?” in Design by Choice, ed. Penny Sparke (London: Academy
Editions, 1981), 94, quoted in Victor Margolin, “Design history or Design Studies: Subject Matter and
Methods,” Design Issues, vol. 11, no. 1 (Spring, 1995), 8.
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There are forces, such as economics, politics and technology, which have determined
the dominant cultural patterns in modern society.44 Penny Sparke claims ‘Design is also
formed and sustained by these forces and, as a result, designed artifacts act as cultural
ciphers.’45 This was also true in what happened in design practice. In the late 19 th
Century, function as a prime concern in design objects was overtaken by design as a
symbolic vehicle of contemporary culture. For example, the Fordist automobile has
changed the marketing strategy from targeting a homogeneous consumer market to
fragmented cultural groups. The company started to depend more on the consultants
of providing ‘concepts’ than the industrial designers.46
There are not only discourses in the study of design history but there was also a split
between the study of design objects and the study of issues related to design. 47 Human
invention is an on-going process, it is difficult to isolate a fixed class of products. Design
is also an act of invention that continually creates new products. As a result, Design
Studies emerged as a new discipline in understanding design in a broader dimension.
The domain includes objects and processes from the approaches of critical theory and
humanistic inquiry.48 Victor Margolin states, ‘Design Studies is an interpretive practice,
rooted firmly in the techniques of the humanities and the social sciences.’49 Through
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the study of designed objects, services, and techniques in society we can know about
the manifestations of social values and policies.50
In sum, Design Studies encompasses many issues and approaches, including material
cultural studies, cognitive semiotics as a way of analyzing design as visual
communication, and even physiology as a scientific method for investigating the
human response (for example, pleasure and emotion) to design in perception and
representation. In addition, there are topics such as ideological issues of design
images, Postmodernism and Deconstruction, ethics and environmental issues,
computer science and design, etc.
Both Design History and Design Studies focus on issues within the domain of design
such as, the design object and the design process. However, another academic
discipline, Visual Culture, also look at design but from a holistic view of modern
culture. Guy Julier states ‘Visual Culture authors generally include design alongside fine
art, photography, film, TV and advertising within their scope.’51 Visual Culture is closely
related to Cultural Studies. Cultural Studies it started in England in the late 1950s.52 It
borrows from several disciplines, including art history, anthropology, sociology, art
criticism, film studies, gender and women’s studies and general cultural criticism. 53 It is
a kind of analysis that might be aimed at social action. Visual culture is slightly different
because of its emphasis on the visual. 54 Margaret Dikovitskaya states ‘Visual Culture is
a new field for the study of the cultural construction of the visual in arts, media, and
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everyday life. It is a research area and a curricular initiative that regards the visual
image as the focal point in the processes through which meaning is made in a cultural
context.’55 Gertrude Stein also states, ‘Visual culture is what is seen’, ‘What changes
over time is what seen and what is seen result from how everybody’s doing everything.
What is seen depends on what there is to see and how we look at it.’56
Design in the perspective of Visual Culture is regarded as a visual image that reflects
culture. In the context of modern societies, the progress brought about by the
Industrial Revolution delivered the benefits of better living, more food, better
transportation and efficient everyday products. People started to have an attitude of
accepting new inventions and products, and the desire for novelty.57 Adrian Forty
notes, ‘Among the ways in which this acceptance is won, design, through its capacity to
make things seem other than they are, has been most important. Design alters the
ways people see commodities.’58 The design product was viewed as a symbol that can
reflect a person’s taste and culture. As Jean Baudrillard declares, ‘The consumer is not
so much buying a utilitarian object as invoking an entire system of meaning.’ 59 Visual
Culture regards design objects as visual signs and codes that reflect consumer
culture.60
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2.3: Design and aesthetics
In the previous discussions, we found that the study of design in the disciplines of
Design History, Design Studies and Visual Culture is examining issues of design within a
historical and cultural context. Apparently, design activity is about how human beings
construct, shape and make artifacts for utilitarian and communication purposes. It is
appropriate to refer to a particular context if we want to study the relation between
human beings and the artifacts they create. But do artifacts only have meaning within
particular cultural contexts?
Work of art is one kind of artifacts created by human beings. According to Roger Fry,
the elements of design (the rhythm of lines, mass, space, light and shade, and color)
which constitute the form of visual art are capable to stir our feelings.61 Work of art is a
medium that can communicate with our emotions, same as the melody of music can
move us emotionally.62 If we accept Fry’s notion, it is reasonable to assume that art
objects have the capacity to influence people’s emotion beyond time and space. Fry
also claims ‘We must consider art as an expression of emotions regarded as ends in
themselves.’63 Art objects share many similarities with design objects. Both are
artifacts made by human beings, and art objects are often made for communication
purposes while design objects can be both for utilitarian and communication purposes.
In addition, both can provide aesthetic pleasure to a spectator, and their visual
features usually possess meaningful content in reflecting our culture.
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Aesthetics is a branch of philosophy. The word ‘aesthetic’ was given its modern use
since the 18th Century, but in history there are many discussions on the concepts and
problems of aesthetics (in other terms).64 Within the discipline of (analytic) aesthetics,
there already are many discussions and analyses of fine art and art objects, but not of
design. Design and Aesthetics, edited by Jelly Palmer is an exception. It is a collection of
essays on the question of whether there are absolute aesthetic standards in design.
Palmer states ‘an aesthetics of design’ is always problematic because ‘design’ and
‘aesthetics’ make reference to different traditions of understanding creative activity.’65
Palmer also claims ‘The aesthetic criteria traditionally applied to art are based on the
universality and non-utilitarian nature of beauty, while a design object is created for
utilitarian purpose.’66 He further explains that what distinguishes ‘art’ from ‘design’ is
that art is supposed to appeal universally and regardless of the situated social
context.67 Therefore aesthetic judgment and design judgment are based on different
considerations.
As the definition of design can be various, it could mean a process, an object and a
conception. Therefore before a further discussion on design in the conception of
aesthetics, it is better to determine the aspect of study.
In the case of fine art, works of art included all kinds of work that can be perceived by
the senses. The category includes paintings, sculpture, dance, drama, etc. There are
also works of art that are not perceived. For example, the work of literature is abstract
and it cannot be directly perceived. But its instance is, as we can see the words.
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Likewise, design, as mentioned before, is not limited to physical object. It can be a
plan, a system or a computer program. When ‘design’ refers to a physical object, as
Thomas Hauffe states, ‘One can speak of three functions of an object: 1) Its practical,
technical function, 2) its aesthetic function, and 3) its symbolic function.’68 We could
find that both aesthetic function and symbolic function are related to an object’s
appearance.
Indeed, although people’s conception of design changes through history and in
different social-economic frameworks, the visualizing and humanizing aspects are
continuously the focuses of the design process, such as the aesthetic and ergonomic
aspects of products.69 Therefore, for further discussion of design in the context of
aesthetics, this dissertation will focus on subjects that can be compared. They are the
works of visual art and design objects.
Moreover, there is another reason to focus the discussion on design objects in the
conception of aesthetics. In the study of aesthetics, Saito claims ‘Art is almost always
regarded as the quintessential model for an aesthetic object’.70 We can find that the
contents of standard textbooks used for teaching aesthetics, the sections include the
definition of art, the artist’s intention, the expression in art, the function of art
criticism, interpretation of art and objectivity of aesthetic judgment.71 It is reasonable
to assume that works of art can be the ideal models of aesthetic objects. However,
anthropologists also point out the problem that the progress in the anthropological
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study of visual aesthetics has been limited by a consistent concentration on art and art
objects.72 This gives rise to the question of whether the universality of aesthetic
judgment can only be applied to art objects.
In fact, today’s aesthetic theories have already expanded the scope of aesthetics by
explicitly including nature, the environment and popular arts. Everyday aesthetics is
part of this trend. For example, Tom Leddy claims that ‘discussion of everyday
aesthetics allows us to talk about things that do not generally come up in traditional
aesthetics’,73 Paul Duncum states that ‘everyday aesthetic experiences are more
significant than experiences of high art in forming and informing one’s identity and
view of the world beyond personal experience’74 and Roger Scruton claims that
‘ordinary people seem unavoidably drawn into making aesthetic judgments,’ 75 and that
‘the aesthetics of everyday life is for a long time a neglected topic, the neglect of which
explains, indeed, many of the ways in which people misunderstand architecture and
design, wrongly construing as a form of high art what is more usually an exercise in
discretion.’76
Yuriko Saito also advocates the appreciation of everyday artifacts. According to her,
‘there are many aesthetic issues involved in our dealings with everyday things, some of
which have serious ramifications: moral, social, political, or environmental’. Saito
further explains how everyday artifacts are aesthetically significant in daily life: ‘I began
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to think more carefully about the work’s sensuous qualities like size, shape, color,
texture, sound, sometimes smell, and the arrangement of parts. After all, it is these
sensuous qualities with which we interact on daily basis.’ She concludes her
observation when teaching in Rhode Island School of Design, ‘what designers have to
deal with, which includes not only the technical aspect of design itself but also other
factors such as environmental ramifications … last but not least, aesthetics.’ 77 In Saito’s
view, the aesthetic value of everyday artifacts and design objects is related to people’s
everyday life.
However, in Scruton’s view, how we exercise our aesthetic judgment about an object is
determined by something universally present in humanity. Palmer interprets Scruton’s
view that ‘It is possible to preserve the argument that beauty is an objective feature of
the world, independent of individual or group preference, by showing how aesthetic
judgment operates within the human mind – where properties of mind are
considerated as universally present in humanity. … Function - as it is theorized in
design - is a product of desire: we want such-and-such a situation to obtain and we
conceive of the role of objects in achieving this aim.’78 Although the particular content
of our desires (what we desire) can be influenced by cultural context, the desire itself is
more universal.
We interact with the sensuous qualities of design objects everyday and these qualities
can give rise to aesthetic pleasure. Our aesthetic judgments of objects are related to
something universally present in humanity such as, our desires for objects. Therefore it
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is appropriate to evaluate the value of design objects from an aesthetic point of view.
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Chapter 3: A significant feature of design objects: visual appearance
3.1: Two significant design approaches: universal design and interpretative design
In this dissertation, the term ‘design object’ will refer exclusively to artifacts that are
intentionally designed before production. In this sense, the term does not apply to
cases like a townscape that can be built without plans and artworks that are created
through experiment with no conception in advance, like children scrabble. Design
objects that are made with plan or conception of the design could be a gear wheel in a
watch, the infrastructure of a bridge or a combination of fibers in fabric. The design
input of these artifacts is for functional purposes. The design input involved is usually
technical and scientific and they may not be reflected by the visual appearance.
However, in this dissertation the focus is on design that is purposely for visual appeal
and the design with a visual appearance that reflects the input behind.
If we look at the history of design, we can find that modern design gave much effort
and attention to the visual form of the product. In terms of the visual features of the
design object’s appearance there are two distinctive design approaches: universal
design and interpretative design. Both approaches are identified by the features of the
design object’s visual appearance. Krohn and McCoy state:
If we look at the evidence of the visual forms used to shape products since the
inception of the profession of industrial design in the 1920s, two distinct
approaches are evident. One, which we call universalism, holds that the
appropriate visual language for mass-produced objects is pure and
predetermined. The formal vocabulary is limited to simple geometrically
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described lines, planes, and Euclidian solids. Rather than making references to
individual, culture, place, or time, it infers timelessness and placelessness. The
other approach, which we call interpretive design, it is concerned with reference
between the object and the life and culture that support its making. Universal
design seeks a language of product form compatible with any technology for any
culture at any time.79
Universal design and interpretative design alternated in different periods of time.
Sometimes both approaches were dominant at the same time among different social
groups. However, the visual elements of universal design were usually simplistic
geometric forms, while the visual elements used in interpretive design were
continually changing in reference to the situated social context. A survey of the
significant trends in design history can easily bring out their differences.
In the history of design, interpretive designs usually apply to visual images for
communication and the expression of ideas. For example, representatives of the Arts
and Craft Movement of the 1850s to 1900s such as Augustine W.N. Pugin (1812-1852)
and William Morris (1834-1896) applied both Gothic and simplistic natural forms to
furniture design, ceramics and wallpaper design to express awareness of moral decline
in Britain and the degeneration in design and the quality of mass-produced goods.80
Consider, for example, the wallpaper design by Pugin shown in Figure 1. The gate on
the wallpaper derives from Gothic architecture and symbolizes Christian society.81
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Another example is the Art Nouveau style around 1890-1905. This trend is situated
right after the Arts and Craft Movement and consisted of a reaction of artists and
designers in Europe and the U. S. against Pugin’s and Morris’ pursuit of retrospective
inspirations from the past.82 The Art Nouveau designers were exclusively interested in
rich surface decoration and a multiplicity of floral ornaments. They drew on paintings
by contemporary artists such as Gustav Klimt (1862-1918) and Egon Schiele (18901918), which express the spirit of fin-de-siècle and the sensual beauty of femininity.83
For example, in Figure 2, the doorway with curling whiplash tendrils and curvaceous
human forms was designed as if it was the entrance to a dreamy world.84 These two
examples of interpretative design trends in history are obvious ones, while there are
many other cases like Art Nouveau. For example, British Pop also belongs to the
interpretive design approach. But the sources of reference in each trend are more
complicated because in a later period of the Industrial Revolution, many developed
countries in the West have already developed their own consumer market and some of
them even have their own popular culture, like the Pop of England and the Hollywood
style of the U.S. The sources of inspiration were usually mixed together like a
kaleidoscope of styles.85 But the approach of interpretive design is consistent in that
the design is always an application of relevant images to the visual appearance of the
design object for the communication of ideas, and the visual content usually draws on
the situated social context. The images used in interpretive designs were drawn from
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all kinds of sources, from historical to contemporary and from academic canons to
popular culture. 86 It is difficult to trace or find consistency and regularity in any feature
of applied images because the means used to communicate are ever changing.
When comparing the elements that constitute the visual appearance of universal
design with those constituting interpretive design, we could find significant
differences. The inception of universal design is in a German design school, the
Bauhaus. Geometric form is the significant feature of universal design.87 The founder of
Bauhaus, Gropius, was an architect who had ideas about the needs of society after
World War One (WWI).88 For example, he claims ‘by focusing on economy, speed and
efficiency, and keeping in view the technological possibilities, [one can arrive] at the
concept of the factory-made building’.89 Gropius brought his vision to product design
and decided to marry craftsmanship with machinery production in order to improve
the living standard of people through the mass production of everyday products. 90 The
basic principle of Bauhaus design is developed from the concepts of interchangeability
and standardization of mass production, in other words, design for industry means to
fabricate the whole design from basic units.91 By using geometric forms as basic units,
the design can co-operate with the processes in machinery production.
Gropius’ approach was to solve the problems in machinery production. It was followed
and further developed by other directors of Bauhaus such as Hannes Meyer (1889-
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1954) and Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969). They adopted functionalist theory in
Bauhaus design principle ‘form ever follows function’, which is a notion from architect
Louis Sullivan (1856-1924).92
Carson Pitie Scott store in Chicago (Figure 3) is the work of Sullivan. The functional
purposes of this building are clearly defined. The top floors are for services and the
lower floors are for office space. Therefore the rational plan of the building’s functions
was reflected in its exterior form.93 Sullivan claims ‘The exterior form of the building is
dictated completely by its internal components, which are in turn structurally
determined’.94 In the works of Bauhaus we can find how this notion was applied. In
Figure 4 is Mies van der Rohe’s cantilevered tubular steel and leather armchair,
designed in the 1920s. The functional requirement of supporting a human body was
transformed and visualized in the forms of tubular steel and leather. The tubular steel
was banded into a harmonic gentle curve in order to make use of the rebound
characteristic of tubular steel to perform a particular function of supporting. The
design is a classical example of Bauhaus ideal ‘form follows function’.95 It is also a
sophisticated manipulation of elementary form, the circle, simple and elegant with
absolutely no surface decoration.
Sullivan’s architecture and Mies van der Rohe’s armchair demonstrate the defining
characteristic of universal design. Krohn and McCoy claim ‘The appropriate visual
language for mass-produced objects is pure and predetermined. The formal vocabulary
is limited to simple geometrically described lines, planes, and Euclidian solids. Rather
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than making references to individual, culture, place, or time, it infers timelessness and
placelessness.’96 The style of universal design prevails and was later developed into
other styles.
For example, Scandinavian design from 1935 to 1955 is a style emphasizing ideas of
human comfort. The style ‘Swedish Modern’ was distinguished by simplicity and a use
of natural imagery.97 It emphasizes human values and the sensitivity to human scale
and comfort.98 Figure 5 shows the ‘Ant’ chair designed by architect Arne Jacobsen in
the 1950s. The form is derived from two triangles with smoothened angles. However,
the two surfaces were shaped to fit the shape of the human body when sitting, so it is
still comfortable to sit on even the chair is made of hard materials.
Another example is the ‘executive style’ or the ‘corporate style’ of American design
from 1955 to 1975.99 This style used simplistic form to articulate some specific
message. Figure 6 shows an open-plan office produced by Steelcase Inc. in the
1950s.100 The furniture design applied squares and rectangles as elementary forms and
stylistically used black leather, chrome and glass as materials.101 This style resembled
the design of Bauhaus, but it put more emphasis on the image of organizing and
systematicity. In this period, American companies had great success in expanding into
world-wide scale. These multi-national companies wanted to enhance their corporate
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identity of efficiency and anonymity through the appearance of the office
environment.102 Figure 7 shows the no-nonsense petrol pumps of Mobil, we can find
simplistic elementary forms are applied and the design expresses the corporate images
of being unadventurous, reliable and respectable.103
In terms of visual features, geometric forms were continually applied in universal
designs. Scandinavian design and the ‘executive style’ are significant design trends
under the influence of Bauhaus but they also expressed different ideas through the use
of elementary forms. Universal design continued to be the prevailing style for over fifty
years. It can also fit in the trend of interpretive design. For example, Figure 8 shows the
Pastilli chair designed by Eero Aarnio in 1967. It has simple form but was designed in
the period of the British Pop movement.104 This phenomenon is due to the fact that
geometric forms are always a practical solution for design problems, such as the cooperation with requirements in machinery production.105 By the 1970s, this style was
commonly applied to various design problems.106
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3.2: Universal design and its relation with modern art history
The concept of universal design started with Bauhaus design in 1919. Besides the
practical reasons connected with machinery production, the use of geometric forms
was also inspired by the notion of geometric abstraction.
Form (e.g. triangle, square and circle) and color (e.g. yellow, red and blue) are the basic
elements that can be found in many complex images both in natural objects and manmade objects. Bauhaus thinkers interpret these elements as the fundamental grammar
of the visual.107 Lupton and Miler claim ‘The repetition of this trio of basic forms and
primary colors in the work of Bauhaus teachers and students evidence the schools’
interest in abstraction and its focus on those aspects of the visual.’108 Bauhaus thinkers
claim that the design courses of Bauhaus developed an abstract visual language that
would provide a theoretical and practical basis for the artistic endeavor.109 The purpose
of these design courses is to remove particularities in order to discover the
fundamental truth of the visual world.110
The idea of ‘geometric forms as the fundamental truth in the visual world’ came from
geometric abstraction, a form of abstract art in the early 20th Century. In witnessing the
disaster brought about by World War One (WWI), artists of Suprematism, Russian
Constructivism and De Stijl shared a certain utopian ideal. They believe that art has the
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ability to benefit society and mankind.111 However, in terms of visual features they
used simple geometric forms to represent their ideas. In particular, Gropius and Piet
Mondrian (1883-1969) of De Stijl shared similar thoughts. Mondrian insists, ‘Art and life
are one; art and life are both expressions of truth.’, while Gropius advocates to marry
art and industry so as to benefit the welfare of people through mass produced
goods.112
Artists of De Stijl thought that geometric forms possess a universal quality and they
claim ‘The style revealed the underlying eternal structure of existence.’113 Mondrian, a
leading figure of De Stijl, wanted to purify his art and drew no reference from objects in
the external world.114 He believed in expressing universal reality through non-objective
(non-representational) design. Kleiner and Christin states ‘Mondrian limited his formal
vocabulary to the three primary colors (red, blue, and yellow), the three primary values
(black, white, and gray), and the two primary directions (horizontal and vertical).’115
According to Mondrian, they are the perfect elements for artists to create a
harmonious composition.116 Mondrian used this system to create numerous paintings.
For example, in Composition in Red, Blue and Yellow (Figure 9) the grid patterns, the
size and the placement of color planes portrayed internal cohesion and harmony. 117 In
the works of Bauhaus students (Figure 10 and Figure 11), the use of geometric forms,
composition and color reflected how the style of De Stijl influenced Bauhaus design.
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Besides De Stijl, Kazimir Malevich (1878-1935) of Suprematism also has a utopian idea
of geometric forms. Malevich developed an abstract style which expresses his belief
that ‘The supreme reality in the world is pure feeling which attaches to no objects.’118
He used square as the basis form of non-objective art, as shown in his most famous
work Black Square (Figure 12). He believed people can easily understand non-objective
art because of the universality of its symbols.119 Artists of Russian Constructivism also
believed in Malevich’s idea of non-objective art.120 Vladimir Tatlin (1885-1953), a
representative figure of Constructivists, believed non-objective art was ideal in
educating the new society of Russia.121 Artists first applied geometric design in public
festivals and demonstrations, and later some members thought that art should be
more functional.122 They eventually applied geometric design in creating useful
products, like clothes and furniture, for society. For example, Figure 13 shows
sportswear with geometric patterns designed by constructivists.123
From a historical point of view, the birth of universal design was linked to avant-garde
geometric abstraction and also to the necessity of solving the problems of design in
machinery production. As in the case of interpretative art, the inspirations or influences
came from a specific cultural and social context. However, this cannot explain why
universal design can be a prevailing style for over fifty years and still is an effective
solution to many design problems.
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However, geometric abstraction is not an invention of the 20th Century avant-garde
artists. It is present among many cultures throughout history both as decorative motifs
and as art pieces themselves. One of the most widespread and possibly one of the
earliest applications of pattern is tribal tattooing (Figure 14). The incision of ornamental
scars in regular geometric patterns constitutes the marks and social signs of tribes.124
Another example of geometric pattern-based art is Islamic art (Figure 15), because of
the prohibition on depicting religious figures, geometrical forms were used as repeating
motifs. Geometrical elements occurred so frequently in man-made objects. Franz Boas,
a great investigator of tribal art, also felt curious to this phenomenon as he says, ‘They
are of such rare occurrence in nature, so rare indeed that they had hardly ever a
chance to impress themselves upon the mind.’125 Actually, geometric forms are easily
found in the natural world as the forms of starfish, snowflakes and pentagon flowers
demonstrate. However, we still cannot explain why particularly geometric forms can
catch more attention from ancient artists and inspire them to apply geometric forms in
their works.
In the study of perception in psychology, Gestalt theory explained ‘There is an
observable bias in our perception that favors simple configurations, straight lines,
circles and others simple forms of order and we will tend to see such regularities rather
than random shapes in our encounter with the chaotic world outside.’126 E. H.
Gombrich suggests that this is due to our learning process, a hypothesis of regularity.127
For example, we assume that the stars up there lie in one plane at a right angle to our
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line of vision. When we perceive an image in mind, it is minimized and constructed
before it is modified by matching it against reality.128 Gombrich called this process
‘making *comes+ before matching’.129 In contact with nature, we can easily perceive the
regularity in the natural world. For example, when walking through a wood, we may
find mushrooms arranged in a perfect circle.130 We can also find circular waves
spreading on a pond, after we threw a stone into it.131 This unexpected presence of
order always catches our attention. Regularity suggests intention. This interpretation
coheres with the activity of a constructive mind.132 Gombrich drew his conclusion that
‘These forms [geometric forms] are rare in nature that the human mind has chosen
manifestations of regularity which are recognizably a product of a controlling mind and
thus stand out against the random medley of nature.'133 This is a possible explanation
on why our mental make-up favours simplicity in perception.
Both art history and psychology suggest that human beings have a preference for
geometric forms and incline to apply them in art making. In different cultures and
periods of time, geometric forms are commonly found in religious paintings,
architecture and decorative art. For example, the circular mandala (Figure16) or sacred
diagram is a familiar image in the history of art.134 It could be found in the artifacts of
India, Tibet, Islam and medieval Europe.135 John Hyman states ‘Such diagrams are often
based on a division of the circle into four quarters of that, and all the parts and
elements involved are interrelated into a unified design. They represent symbolically
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what is thought to be the essential structure of the universe.’136 Moreover, consisting
of simplistic forms is related to geometry. Geometric diagrams had a metaphorical
meaning of universal order in ancient Egypt and Greek.137 Geometry refers to ‘measure
of the earth’.138 It is the study of spatial order by investigating the measure and the
relationships of forms and was commonly applied in the observation of cyclic
movement.139

The different applications, appreciations and interpretations on geometric forms in
history suggest that geometric forms may possess a certain kind of beauty which is
generally treasured by people of different cultures. However, psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi objects to this view. He investigated how people response to the
formal quality of art objects in everyday life. He claims that it is not the formal quality
of an object that made it meaningful to a person, but the interaction between the
person and the object.140 The meaning of an object to a person is related to his or her
own experience, such as concrete symbols of the foremost goals and the salient events
in the past.141 Artifacts like religious icons and works of folk art are visual symbols that
remind the person of his identity.142 Csikszentmihalyi claims that people’s attention to
the qualities of straight lines and rights angles is not related to the formal quality of
geometric forms. Instead, it is easier for people who live in a ‘carpentered world’ to
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recognize geometric forms.143 Csikszentmihalyi finds that people who are used to living
in a more organic environment fail to perceive geometric forms as separate from the
rest of the perceptual context.144 Although we can find evidences in history which
suggest that geometric forms are generally treasured by people of different cultures in
different periods of time, we still cannot say that geometric forms possess a kind of
beauty which is universal pleasing.
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3.3: Subjectivism and objectivism: the debate on beauty
As the previous sections made clear, geometric forms are appreciated by many people
as objects of beauty and have been continually applied in art. In the domain of
philosophy, this raises the question of whether the geometric forms have something in
common and what response is aroused in the perceiver’s mind. But the relation
between property and response is also in question. Which of these comes first? Which
of these two explains the other? In the theory of values, these two opposing views of
beauty (property and response) are commonly known as subjectivism and objectivism
respectively.145 John Hyman states ‘Subjectivism is the doctrine that if an object has
some value, positive or negative, this can only be because of the response it arouses or
the reaction it provokes in a particular individual or group of individuals. Objectivism is
the doctrine that the value of an object is independent of any such reaction or
response.’146
The idea that ‘geometric diagrams can be contemplated as revealing a continuous,
timeless, universal action’ aligns with the mathematical theory of beauty in
objectivism.147 Both Plato and Aristotle accepted this idea and it governed the
philosophical thought about beauty for two thousand years. It claims that beauty
consists in a certain kind of mathematical order or perfection.148 The argument builds
on the understanding of music. Hyman claims, ‘the consonant musical intervals
correspond to simple arithmetical ratios between the lengths of a vibrating string’, ‘if
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musical harmonies can be explained by measurements and calculations, it seems that
beauty is no more dependent on our sensibilities than the geometry of a right-angled
triangle.’149 In other words, the basis of our appreciation of geometric forms is the fact
that these forms exemplify a certain mathematical order or perfection. For example,
the golden spiral is a logarithmic spiral whose growth factor is related to the golden
ratio (Figure 17). Olsen states ‘In nature gnomonic growth occurs through simple
accretion, it produces the beautiful logarithmic spiral growth.’150 We could find the
golden spiral in nature, like shell shapes, cacti and seed-head phyllotaxis, whirlpools
and galaxies.151
However, the mathematical theory of beauty was attacked by philosophers in the 17 th
and 18th Centuries.152 They argued, first, that taste obviously varies.153 If the
mathematical theory is valid why do these differences exist? Indeed, the standard of
beauty varies among different cultures. For example, tanned skin color is considered
beautiful in the West while white skin tone is considered beautiful in Asian countries.
Therefore, the mathematical theory is absurd. Second, it is obvious that we could not
deduce that something is beautiful by taking measurements and making calculations. 154
For example, the color of Mark Rothko’s painting (Figure 18) can give the feeling of
being absorbed or repelled by the painting, but we cannot deduce the beauty of a color
by the index of color pigments in forming that particular color. As Kant claims, “I must
feel the pleasure directly, in contemplation of the object, and I cannot be talked into it
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by any grounds of proof.”155 In the case of a golden spiral, we can use geometry to
proof that the form of the shell is a golden spiral, but this mathematical calculation still
cannot prove that the form of the shell ought to gives us a pleasant feeling which
makes us conclude that the shell is beautiful.
However, subjectivist arguments have their own problems. First, if beauty is not a
quality in objects but merely something in the perceiver’s mind, then beauty does not
really exists. Nevertheless, David Hume claims ‘We cannot be convinced that beauty
does not exist because the love of beauty is too deeply rooted in our nature.’156 In the
case of geometric forms, it is difficult to explain the convergence found among so many
people and artists of different cultures and periods of time if there is no property that
geometric forms have in common and which explains the sensation of beauty; in other
words, if there is nothing more to beauty than just a subjective response. Second, if
taste varies and beauty does not exist, why should we defer to an elite in the judgment
of taste, as Hume suggests.157 In the case of art, we cannot explain why museums and
investors will rely on the opinions of art critics. Third, if beauty is not something that
can be detected, then it is not clear how we are going to define the pleasant feeling
that, on a subjectivist theory, is peculiar to beauty.158
Objectivism has an answer to these skeptical questions about subjectivism. Hyman
states, ‘first, the sentiment can only be defined in terms of a thought that gives it an
articulate shape and a direction – the thought that the thing seems beautiful, and
155

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. W. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987), 149,
quoted in John Hyman, The Objective Eye: Color, Form and Reality in the Theory of Art (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 4-5.
156
John Hyman, The Objective Eye: Color, Form and Reality in the Theory of Art (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2006), 5.
157
Ibid., 5.
158
Ibid., 6.

39

second, this thought is true if, and only if, the thing is as it seems to be.’159 According to
this notion, when the thing seems to be beautiful, the property it possesses may
objectively exist. Subjectivist’s argument can have no stable position when they have to
accept this objectivity because, from objectivist’s point of view, beauty does not only
derive from the pleasant feeling that occurs in the perceiver’s mind.
Returning to our topic of universal design, geometric forms are appreciated by people
of different cultures as objects of beauty. Although we cannot apply this understanding
to some cultures, it is still commonly found that geometric forms can give rise to a
pleasant feeling in many people’s mind. From the philosophical point of view, the
debate on the concept of beauty indicates that the beauty of geometric forms cannot
be clarified either as a property found in physical objects or a subjective response
occurring in the perceiver’s mind. Therefore we cannot say that geometric forms
possess a kind of beauty which is the reason why they are commonly applied in art and
artifacts in different cultures. Furthermore, as we cannot prove the existence of the
beauty possess by geometric forms, we cannot say that the beauty of geometric forms
is the reason why universal design can be a prevailing style for decades.
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Chapter 4: The concept of appropriateness
As discussed in chapter 3.1, there are two major approaches in modern design:
universal design and interpretative design. The style of interpretative design changes
according to the context, while the style of universal design prevails for decades.
Moreover, geometric form is a significant factor of universal design which may
contribute to its beauty. Design historians indicate that there are other factors which
contribute to the success of universal design. Penny Sparke points out that even the
creative activities of design keep on changing in history, the visualizing and humanizing
aspects of design process are always the main issues concerned.160 For example,
designers will apply ergonomics in product design. Stephen Bayley writes, ‘What is
good design? Something that has not been intelligently designed will not work
properly. It will be uncomfortable to use. It will be badly made, look depressing … it
doesn’t give you pleasure. Good design really is intelligence made visible.’ ‘My answer
about good design is that it comprises 98 percent common sense and 2 percent of a
mysterious component which we might as well call art or aesthetics.’161 Thomas Hauff
reports that besides the subjects related to aesthetics like geometry, color theory,
proportion and perspective, ergonomics is another separate field included in the study
of industrial design.162 Furthermore, issues of fair and healthy working conditions and
safety are also a part of design education.163 This shows that besides the design of
visual appearance, ergonomics, practicability, common sense and moral issues are also
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important factors to be considered in the design process. However, Barley’s idea that
‘Good design is intelligence made visible’ is especially interesting because it implies
that the intellectual input in design can be visualized.
It is amazing that we can also find this visualized design intelligence in nature. Simplistic
forms go together with ease of assembly, and these forms can constitute larger units,
which can also fit together to form the whole structure.164 This standardized
constituent can be found in crystal, for example, the larger whole constituted by
identical molecules. This advantage also allows organic creatures to form larger units in
making up the whole structure, for example, a sea urchin. Man also applied this
advantage of standardization of units in the making of artifacts, for example, bricks are
designed in a certain shape to build the wall and finally the house.165 The regularity of
the wall’s brick pattern reveals the design intelligence of organization. From these
observations we can conclude that some design methods are very practical and that
their advantages can be visualized.
However, aesthetic appeal often conflicts with practicability. Together with the
consideration of other factors like moral and environmental issues, the outcome of a
design, the product, is already a complex balance between numerous factors. My
research on this project suggests that it might be useful to conceive this characteristic
of design intelligence, the balance of numerous factors, in terms of appropriateness.
The term ‘appropriate’ (‘right’, ‘fitting’, ‘suitable’) is used in at least two ways.166
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Sometimes it is used in the sense of ‘morally appropriate’ to express a judgment about
human action and behavior. However, sometimes it is also used to evaluate an object
such a building or a part of it. In any case, the appropriateness in design is a balance of
different requirements.167 The notion of appropriateness can also be found in other art
forms, which are architecture and Chinese calligraphy. In this chapter, my discussion on
the notion of appropriateness will focus on these two art forms.
In architecture, the notion of appropriateness is about how aesthetic pursuit and
practicability can be balanced through maintaining the harmony of proportion and the
harmony between details. As mentioned before, designers have to maintain a balance
between numerous factors in the design process. How to understand the relations
among these factors? The appropriateness of architecture suggests one direction to
understand this issue, which is the relation between aesthetic pursuit and
practicability.
The notion of appropriateness can also be found in Chinese calligraphy. It is about how
artist can maintain the balance between aesthetic pursuit and moral expectation of
society. It suggests another direction to understand the relations between various
factors considered in the design process, which is the relation between aesthetic
pursuit and moral consideration.
The notions of ‘appropriateness’ in architecture and Chinese calligraphy illustrate that
there are conflicts among various factors which are needed to be considered during
artistic creation. Architects and artists try to resolve these conflicts through
maintaining a balance between them. One way to understand how to achieve it is
167
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through the understanding on the relation between aesthetic pursuit, functionality and
moral consideration. Since design is a creative activity involving the balancing of
various factors, the notions of ‘appropriateness’ in architecture and Chinese calligraphy
can contribute to the analysis of the appropriateness in design.

4.1: The notion of appropriateness in architecture
In architecture, too, the term ‘appropriate’ has been used to evaluate an object as
‘right’, ‘fitting’ and ‘suitable’. Both Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) and Roger Scruton
have their distinct notions of appropriateness in architecture. In De Architectura,
written in the 1st Century BC, Marcus Vitruvius Pollio (80-70BC – 15BC) stated that a
well-built structure is the result of striking a balance between three conditions: (in the
words of Sir Henry Wotten, they are) commodity, firmness and delight.168 The balance
is comparable to the notion of appropriateness.
Alberti was an architect and a thinker of the Renaissance period. According to him,
agreeable proportions in architecture obey mathematical laws, which are similar to the
mathematical laws found in music harmony (for example, by Pythagoras).169 The
mathematical speculations in music can form an overall impression of harmony. The
mathematical speculations in the parts of a building can form an agreeable perceptual
proportion. Both the sense of harmony and the sense of an agreeable proportion are
responses of appreciation. For Alberti, the harmony in proportion is expressed through

168

Sir Henry Wotton, The Elements of Architecture (1624), quoted in Geoffrey Scott, The Architecture of
Humanism: A Study in the History of Taste (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 15.
169
Roger Scruton, The Classical Vernacular: Architectural Principle in an Age of Nihilism (Manchester:
Carcanet, 1994), 88-89.

44

the term concinnitas.170 Scruton interprets Alberti’s ideas that ‘Concinnitas is a gentle
correspondence of answering parts, a harmony which is perceived because we can read
details. It is through the reading of details that we may come to see one feature of a
building as providing an adequate visual reason for another feature, and it is only then
that we can have any experience of the unity and coherence of the whole.’171 Alberti
used the notions of ‘appropriate’, ‘measured’ and ‘correct’ to describe significant parts
in buildings and his central ideas on the definition of beauty are also related to these
notions.172 It is likely that Alberti’s definition of beauty makes it equal to the notion of
harmony. And harmony is a quality reflected in the visual correspondence among parts
of a building. This quality can be understood through the reflection on the concepts of
‘appropriate’ or ‘fitting’.173
Alberti thinks that the judgment of what is appropriately proportioned is a result from
aesthetic reasoning in the design process. He claims that the sensibility to a form or
structure that ‘looks right’ lays in the mind of the architect who can build a place for
people to feel at home.174 The architect can understand an objective and common
features of the movement of human life and how the construction and the apt
appearance constrain each other.175 In other words how functionality, practicability
and beauty constrain each other.176 The sensibility required by appropriateness lies in
an understanding of how to balance a variety of factors.
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Vitruvius’ thoughts in De Architectura cohere with Alberti’s, in particular, where he
states, in Sir Henry Wotton’s famous translation that ‘Well-building hath three
conditions: Commodity, Firmness and Delight’.177 ‘Commodity’ is how buildings meet
certain practical ends. ‘Firmness’ is how the mechanical bondage of construction and
the inherent characters of materials constitute the scientific standard in architecture.
‘Delight’ is the interest in beauty. 178 We could find that practical ends and mechanical
solutions are necessary concerns in designing buildings. However, the interest in
beauty is conceived as equally important. But ‘commodity’, ‘firmness’ and ‘delight’ are
very different in nature. Sometimes they constrain each other and sometimes they are
in conflict. For architects, it is a difficult task to strike a balance between them.
Vitruvius’ thought echoes with Alberti’s notion of appropriateness in architecture. On
the one hand, a building has to conform to the highest aesthetic standards, and on the
other hand, it has to satisfy the function and practical ends.179 Appropriateness in
architecture is the harmony in proportion between parts of a building and the balance
in maintaining both aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aims.
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4.2: The notion of appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy
As mentioned in chapter 4.1, the term ‘appropriate’ not only means how an object is
‘suitable’ or ‘fit’ for a certain purpose. It can also stand for the ‘rightness’ of a person’s
behavior and action. In Chinese tradition, people believe that a person’s moral
goodness can be reflected in his writing, and particular, in Chinese calligraphy.180
Although it sounds implausible to say that the moral goodness of a person can be
reflected in a visual art form, the understanding of the relation between morality and
art in Chinese calligraphy is helpful for understanding the notion of appropriateness in
the creation of art and design.
The Chinese character ‘appropriateness’ yi (宜) refers to an attitude and an action,
which can be reflected in the ritual actions of Chinese tradition.181 The first meaning of
yi (宜) is ‘morally appropriate’, which is to act in accordance with the norms of ritual
propriety li (禮).182 Confucius (551-479 BCE) said: “Having a sense of appropriate
conduct , as one’s basic disposition, developing it by observing ritual propriety,
expressing it with modesty … this then is an exemplary person.” 183 The second
meaning of yi (宜) refers to ‘right’, ‘fitting’ or ’suitable’. It illustrates how the cultural
environment influences the formation of a person’s character and how this person can
search a way to fit in the cultural environment.184 When a person can understand the
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notion of li (禮) and learned to apply it without blindly following, a sense of authorship
emerged.185
How do ‘appropriateness’ yi (宜) and the li (禮) relate to art creation? Eric Mullis states,
‘The Chinese character [li (禮)] as a whole refers to the rites performed by the ancient
kings, which involved the presentation of a ritual vase and other sacrificial offerings. …
Ritualized action is an affair of habit, whether habitual modes of behavior that occurs
between members of a practice (etiquette, manners and so forth) or the development
and maintenance of skill matrices necessary for the execution of the art in question.’186
David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames claim ‘Li actions are embodiments or formalizations of
meaning and value that accumulate to constitute a cultural tradition.’187 Mullis
concludes ‘The human body is at the intersection of the moral and the aesthetic, as the
ability to intelligently form habits enables one to become both a good person and a
good artist. Thus, ‘appropriateness’ yi (宜) has both moral and aesthetic
connotations.’188
How is the sense of appropriateness exercised in artistic creation? Wen C. Fong claims
‘Calligraphy embodies an artist’s identity, and its gestures form a projection of the
artist’s body language.’189 The brushworks of master calligraphers reflect the master’s
understanding of the spatial logic of individual characters, the appropriate composition
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and the achievements in establishing distinct styles.190 When students go through the
reproduction of numerous masters’ works, their sense of appropriateness can be
generated. First, students can gradually understand the master’s corporeality, which is
the master’s manner.191 This manner is reflected in the body movement that controls
breathing, and the speed and strength in writing. Students can realize the master’s
thought by making the same body movement. Students can also understand the
master’s physical act of writing through the contemplation of the character’s rhythm
and the form of strokes, Second, the student’s copying of the master’s work is not a
direct copying (one of the concepts of ‘copying’ in Chinese calligraphy) but an imitation
in a free manner together with the experiments of applying the script, size, and overall
composition.192 During this process a student can find a way to achieve his own style
and not merely repeating the master’s work. An authentic appropriateness of student
can be achieved.
However, it is also important for an artist to practice art making together with the
participation in tradition.193 Artists have to maintain a balance between individual and
tradition by inheriting the artistic tradition and finding a way to execute it with
authentic creativity.194 In the learning process, calligraphy students easily fall into two
extremes, either into the extreme of conformity or into the other extreme of
individualism.195 In the first case, if the student is merely imitating the master’s work
without employing the spirit of li (禮), his work is only about the skill of imitation. The
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student can never experience the joy of art making and the expression of his beliefs.
The authorship of his creativity is absent.196 In the second case, student may gain the
joy of artistic expression but the participation in the continuation of tradition will be
minimized.197 Therefore, students should maintain a sense of appropriateness to avoid
these extremes in order to achieve personal refinement and satisfactory artistic
ability.198 It is an artistic achievement to maintain a balance between individual and
tradition. In Confucian account, art is to serve primarily humanitarian ends. 199 In the
Confucianist text, The Doctrine of the Mean states, ‘equilibrium is the great foundation
of the world, and harmony its universal path. When equilibrium and harmony are
realized … heaven and earth will attain their proper order and all things will flourish.’200
The artist should consider his artistic practice as an individual relationship with
members of the society and the culture as a whole.201
Although the emphasis on the inheritance of artistic tradition in Chinese calligraphy is
different from Western artistic pursuits, which emphasize individual creativity and
personal expression, the sense of appropriateness displayed by Chinese calligraphers is
maintaining the balance between social expectation and autonomy of creativity. The
notion of appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy is about a morally appropriate action
executed in artistic creation.
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4.3: The sense of appropriate: its relation with aesthetic value and moral value
As mentioned in chapter 4.1, the notion of appropriateness in architecture is the
harmony in proportion among parts of a building and the balance in maintaining both
aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aims. As discussed in chapter 4.2, the notion of
appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy introduces one of the relations between art and
moral issue. The ‘morally appropriate’ attitude in life is comparable to the appropriate
attitude in art creation which is to balance the autonomy of creativity and social
expectation. The notion of appropriateness in architecture illustrates how ‘appropriate’
is applied to evaluate an object such as a building or a part of it as fit and suitable to a
purpose. The case of Chinese calligraphy illustrates how the notion of appropriateness
can be applied to evaluate human action and behavior. Both cases show that in the
process of artistic creation, there is a challenge in striking a balance between different
factors, and this could be understood in terms of appropriateness. The evaluation of
what is appropriate in making choices in artistic creation involves both aesthetic
judgment and moral judgment. Roger Scruton in his book The aesthetics of architecture
explores how these two judgments are related to the notion of appropriateness.
In the theory of modern architecture known by the slogan ‘form follows function’, the
aesthetic concern is not the main concern in the design process. According to
adherents of the theory, design is a quasi-scientific mode of functional experiment.
Scruton states ‘Aesthetic considerations in architecture are often admitted not as part
of the aim of design, but as its unpursuable by-product.’202 For example, in Sullivan’s
Carson Pitie Scott store, the rational planning for the required function determined the
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building’s exterior form. Aesthetic concerns were not the first priority. Scruton thinks
that this rational design approach, which conceives architectural design as a form of
theoretical problem solving is overly simplistic because architectural problems have the
characteristics of multiplicity and intangibility.203 Indeed, when an architect designs a
floor of a building, he already has to maximize the floor area and to satisfy the
requirement of ventilation, lighting, installation of public facilities, etc. One design plan
has to meet multiple requirements. And those problems are also inexplicit. For
example, the central heating can maintain room temperature but at the same time
humidity will be reduced. A dry atmosphere may cause cracks in plaster and wood
furniture, innumerable other inconveniences and even health problems. To solve this
problem, a system of controlling humidity has to be installed.204 Another example is
when a design is aimed to produce the fastest and economical route between rooms of
an office building while the actual user may be unable to memorize a visual map of the
route, and lose in finding his way to the destination.205 Therefore, architectural
problems are intangible in many cases. A solution to such a cluster of problems may
only be defined when people actually live and work in the building.206 This future
practical understanding needs to be anticipated by the architect’s intuition of what it
would be like to live and work in the building, and Scruton thinks that this intuition may
be affected and determined by the aesthetic sense.
How does it work? The aesthetic sense of an architect may be closely related to his
personal preference. Although it is subjective but it is also a practical reasoning which is
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supported by fact. Scruton claims that preference in general is subjective and it can be
derived from desires and values.207 When we examine what preferences are, we find
that value is different from desire, since it has a kind of authority in practical
reasoning.208 Value judgments are not only a personal choice but can be supported,
negated or reexamined by reasoned argument .209 In the case of Alberti’s definition of
beauty, the aesthetic quality of architecture lies in the harmony of proportion. Scruton
claims that when we can read the visual features of a building’s details and find a visual
reason which explains the relation between them, we can experience the coherence
and unity of them which will contributes to the quality of harmony.210 This indicates
that a preference for what is beautiful can be supported by practical reason. Aesthetic
quality is then relevant to the architect’s sense of intuition to anticipate what a design
will be like in future.
Besides, value is relevant to a personal preference. For architects to make design, it
also involves a kind of understanding of the inexplicit problems and solutions. Scruton
claims that it is the sense of appropriateness in action, he states ‘the particular end of a
course of conduct may not be given in advance of engaging in it: it may have to be
discovered, as it were, as we go along’.211 Some human activities are closely related to
everyday living, time and interest are significantly involved. These activities can be
valued in the light of perceptions, values and desires.212 For example, when we
purchase clothes or decorate a room, we may not be so clear at present of a certain
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style meant or its impact may bring to us. The acquisition can only be discovered when
one engages in it.213
Scruton thinks that when we exercise our sense of appropriateness in choosing what is
suitable, some kind of imaginative understanding is involved. We have to think about
the look and feel of something, and to imagine what it would be like in future when we
live with it.214 To get an idea of ‘what it would be like’, we have to avoid merely
functional calculation, and to anticipate something rewarding that goes beyond desires
satisfaction.215 The aesthetic quality of the design might be an ingredient in helping
one’s sense of appropriateness to choose something that not only can satisfy utility
purposes, but that can also be rewarding in future. Therefore, this anticipation through
the exercise of the imagination is influenced by the aesthetic sense. In the case of
architecture, when architectural problems cannot yet be defined in the stage of
planning, the architect may already predict ‘what it would be like’ of the completed
building and understand its relation to the experience of people who will use it.216
Scruton claims ‘it *the architect’s anticipation] involves envisaging a non-existent state
of affairs and achieving some effective premonition of its quality.’217 The aesthetic
quality is therefore relevant to the sense of appropriateness in action, through the
imagining of the non-existent state of affairs.
However, the anticipation of ‘what it would be like’, which involves the use of aesthetic
sense, seems to be a subjective and arbitrary. How can it be reasonable for an architect
to rely on his aesthetic sense to determine what is an appropriate design with the non213
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existent affairs which are not yet discovered? The aesthetic sense is a human capacity
in perceiving the aesthetic qualities of an object.218 The aesthetic qualities, such as
graceful, harmony and balanced, have a dependence relationship with the nonaesthetic features, such as angular lines, color contrast and composition of masses, of
the perceived object.219 Although the aesthetic judgments on the object can be varied
among people, but the non-aesthetic features possess by the object are consistent. All
of us pay aesthetic attention to outstanding and noticeable things in our living
environment. This is a natural potential and tendency developed since childhood. We
exercise this ability daily, for example, the appreciation of the sunset, flowers and
woods in autumn. 220 We learned from parents to use general words (pretty, lovely and
ugly) to describe the aesthetic qualities of objects. Frank Sibley claims ‘Our ability to
notice and respond to aesthetic qualities is cultivated and developed by our contacts
with parents and teachers from quite an early age.’221 We can further develop this
ability through learning from experts, such as art professionals and art critics. These
experts can point out a peculiarly important non-aesthetic feature, for example the
lines of a painting, is responsible for a particular aesthetic quality like graceful or
balanced.222 Therefore the non-aesthetic features exist in the perceived object and the
aesthetic sense is a human capacity that can be cultivated and developed. It is
reasonable to infer that a well experienced architect has the ability to appreciate the
aesthetic quality of buildings and is able to envisage a non-existent state of affairs
218
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created by a design in a specific way. Although there can be different aesthetic
judgments among architects, but these aesthetic judgments are derived from the
cultivated aesthetic sensitivity and the aesthetic quality possessed by a design.
In sum, there are two ways in which the aesthetic quality is related to the sense of
appropriateness. One is the aesthetic value that may be possessed by a design, like the
harmony in proportion which gives us a reason to support our judgment. Second, the
aesthetic sense may contribute to the envisaging a non-existent state of affairs created
by a design. But the aesthetic sense may not be equally developed in every person. It
depends on the received training and education. A refined aesthetic sense is an
advantage for the anticipation of a non-existent state of affairs created by a design.
Why are the notions of appropriateness in design and moral value related? First of all,
as stated by Scruton, the framework provided by the notion of appropriateness is that
all the problems should be envisaged.223 However, Scruton also claims that when a
person applies his sense of the appropriate in judging how things should look or be, his
sense of appropriateness already includes a consideration of moral issue.224 The
concept of the appropriate is basically of universal application.225 The notions of what is
appropriate exists in many rational conducts, such as appropriate behavior,
appropriate feelings, appropriate gestures, appropriate appearance, etc.226 When the
judgment of what is appropriate is applied to manner, a man at first learns to
understand certain conventions in the aim of creating settled expectations of the group
which he situates. But he also has to maintain the ability to determine when to adapt
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or reject those conventions.227 He must learn to determine what is appropriate from
his own point of view, before he can achieve an appropriate act.228 This immediately
reminds us of the notion of appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy, which is how an
artist can maintain a balance between the inheritance of artistic tradition and the
autonomy of creativity.
Scruton raises another example to illustrate this point, which is how a particular way of
holding a fork might be justified as an appropriate manner. Why one way of holding a
fork look nicer than the other? The reason is that it looks more elegant in movement
and more pleasant to look at because it can avoid a wider open mouth or, in other
words, a careless and greedy look.229 This consideration then implies a moral concern
for what other people feel when perceiving this act. And when it seems as if our
judgment is based solely on aesthetic considerations, it is actually related to and partly
derived from our moral understanding.230
When we apply this idea to architecture and design, we can find that buildings and
design objects do reflect the moral concerns of architects and designers. Ergonomics is
a concern for human comfort provided by the design product. In architecture,
although Alberti uses aesthetic significance in describing concinnitas, but he also refers
to harmony and grace as intrinsic to civilized behavior, which was primarily moral.231
Vitruvius’ three conditions of a well-built architecture - commodity, firmness and
delight - also indicate that moral value can be reflected in architecture. As ‘commodity’
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indicates that a building is to serve the general uses of mankind, and human activities
usually have purposes behind them, like politics, society and religion. Therefore we can
make a moral judgment about the value of those ends of buildings.232 When architects
strike a balance between the three conditions in design process, moral concerns are
involved. Similarly, in design, designers strike a balance between practicability,
aesthetic pursuit, commercial constraints and moral concerns. When designers
consider how design objects benefit human life or affect our living environment, this
can contribute to the moral value of the design object. In chapter 6, there will be a
further investigation of how moral value is related to the appropriateness in design.
The problems in the design process of architecture and design are often in conflict with
each other. Further understanding how aesthetic value and moral value are relevant to
design object and design process may help architects and designers in striking a
balance among different factors.
Furthermore, Scruton also reminds us that ‘What is appropriate is not necessarily the
best. Our sense of the appropriate develops through recognizing multiple choices and
through seeking a potential order among them.’233 It aims at flexibility with a sense of
what is fit and apt.234 Therefore the judgment of what is appropriate is not exclusive. It
is possible to have more than one appropriate solution to a problem. One direction of
this dissertation is not aimed at defining an ideal approach to achieve the
appropriateness in design, but to clarify how the notion of appropriateness is exercised
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in the design process through the investigation of the aesthetic value and moral value
of design objects.
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Chapter 5: The notion of appropriateness in design and aesthetic value
As stated at the beginning, the aim of this dissertation is to investigate the relation
between aesthetic and non-aesthetic functions in design objects. In the design process,
the architect’s or designer’s aesthetic sense can also contribute to the sense of
appropriateness which can help to determine whether a design will be satisfying or not
in future. The aesthetic property that a design object may possess is possibly different
from those in art objects and natural objects. This chapter is an attempt to define the
aesthetic value of design objects so as to investigate how the notion of appropriateness
in design is reflected. Related philosophical notions are adopted for the support of the
analysis (mainly in chapter 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4). The relations between them are shown in
Diagram 3.

5.1: Identification of design objects
In the Western tradition, aesthetic judgment is usually applied to evaluate works of art.
When we attempt to apply aesthetic concepts to analyze design objects, we first need
to clarify how to distinguish design objects and art objects. Especially in Western
modern art, like Dadaism, some artworks are actually ready-made objects which are
artifacts with design input. For example, Duchamp’s Fountain in 1917 is actually a
urinal.235 In the case of design, there are designers who use design objects to give
expression to an ideology, which is similar to the function of art objects. An example is
the Pentagon design group of Germany in the mid-1980s. Their works were reflections
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on traditional views and always crossing the boundaries of visual art. Casino, designed
by Meyer-Voggenreiter and Reinhard Müllers, is a café in garage-chic and is constantly
the subject of art-design discussions.236 Both art object and design object possess
visually appealing features. They both can be representational and expressive, and
both possess the formal elements like color, line and shape, which can provide sensual
pleasure to viewers. In terms of utility, many everyday artifacts of societies in ancient
history, like porcelain, were collected by museums as art objects, but they were
originally designed and made for utilitarian purposes.
However, John Dilworth suggests to distinguish art objects and design objects through
the concept of intention. According to Dilworth, one distinction is the degree of control
of artist or designer on the production of the work. An artist can have a complete
artistic control at every stage of production. It is a complete freedom of decision on
how the work should be made.237 The intention of an artist on the decisions on how the
work should be can therefore be reflected in the features of the physical result.238
Dilworth’s notion is usually true in normal cases, but cannot be applied to all art
objects. There are cases that works of art are made for commission, and it is also
possible that some accidental result occurs on the physical object that may not be
wanted by the artist. However, as art objects and design objects can have so many
similarities, Dilworth’s notion is effective in helping us to find out the difference
between art objects and design objects through a comparison between artistic
intention and design intention.
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In the case of design, a particular visual feature like the shape of the roof of a car could
be intended by a designer as being a kind of design flourish, expressing an artistic
feeling.239 But it could also be accepted for different reasons, like aerodynamically
efficient.240 There are many design parameters, such as engine size, materials to be
used, and cost, which each designer must conform. Therefore, the physical result of a
design object may not be the designer’s intention of expressing his or her artistic
feeling. However, under the constraints imposed by various design parameters there is
still room for very different stylistic approaches of designers. The design object is the
physical result of a design activity which includes both creative and utilitarian
intentions. If we accept works of fine art is merely produced for non-utilitarian
purpose, for example aesthetic appreciation, then the non-functional nature is the
unique characteristic of works of fine art and functional nature is one of the
characteristics of design objects. Artistic activities of fine art are creative and artistic
activities of design can also be creative, but design activities are not.241 Design activities
are part of a planning which is prior to the actual realization of a design.242 If we apply
Dilworth’s notion on Duchamp’s Fountain, this particular urinal is intended by
Duchamp to be presented as a work of art but at the same time the urinal is made for
utilitarian purposes; in other words it shares its function with other urinals. In the case
of Casino, the café is designed for utilitarian purposes, but it may possess artistic
quality that leads spectators to consider it is a work of art. But in virtue of the intention
involved, Casino is a design and not a work of art.
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According to Dilworth, artifacts are particular objects and designs are types.243 The
manufactured design product is a legitimate token of the ‘design’.244 Dilworth suggests
that there are two different categories of design types: perceptual design and
functional design.245 He states ‘Perceptual design is design whose tokens can be
identified simply by direct perceptual inspection of their intrinsic properties,
independent of knowledge of the perceiver of any relational properties that the tokens
may have. … Functional design is design whose tokens are also dependent in some way
on non-directly perceivable factors, such as the functions or standard uses of their
tokens, or other relational non-intrinsic properties of theirs.’246 In practice, these two
categories of design types are often closely associated. A designer may aim at both a
particular function and a particular perceptual design for the intended product.247
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Diagram 3: The balance of aesthetic value and functional value in design objects

Neo-formalist: When the artistic
form of a design articulates the
content in a right manner , it
gives rise aesthetic pleasure.

Notions of 'Functional beauty' +
'Catergories of art': The
understanding of how a
practical function works in a
design object can contribute the
aesthetic quality of 'looking fit',
the quality of simplicity,
graceful or elegance, and 'visual
tension'.

Formalist: The quality of formal
elements of a design
contributes sensual pleasure.

The balance of aesthetic pursuit
and functional requirement is a
quality found in design objects.
This quality can be reflected in
the appearance of a design
object which contributes to the
aesthetic pleasure. The
experience of aesthetic
pleasure contributes to the
aesthetic value of the design
object.
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5.2: Formalism: the relation between form and content
Artistic form is a major factor to be appreciated in works of visual art. As Noël Carroll
states ‘So much of our reflection about artworks is preoccupied with their design.
Taking note of how suitability an artwork is designed to acquit its purpose is a powerful
source of the pleasure we find in artworks.’248 In visual art, we can appreciate the
artistic form in terms of line, color and shape. In music, we can appreciate the structure
of sounds that makes up a musical composition. We could also apply this notion to the
appreciation of natural objects and design objects. As stated by Dilworth, there are two
design types: perceptual design and functional design, but in practice they are closely
associated. Therefore, in appreciating the artistic form of the design object one should
pay more attention to perceptual design.
However, design historians also classify the design approach according to two types,
interpretive design and universal design.249 They both have artistic form but they are
different in content. Interpretive design is the application of an image on the surface of
the design object or the image is articulated in three dimensional form which
symbolizes or represents specific object. Universal design is the application of
geometric forms into the shape of a design object and in many cases the form also
associates with the object’s function. The appreciation of the artistic form of an
interpretive design is an appreciation of representational content. The appreciation of
the artistic form of a universal design concerns the formal elements and the relation

248

Noël Carroll,

Philosophy of Art: A Contemporary Introduction (London; New York: Routledge,

1999), 152.
249

Lisa Krohn, and Michael McCoy, “Beyond Beige: Interpretive Design for the Post-Industrial Age,”
Design Issues, Vol. 5, No. 2 (Spring, 1989), 113.

65

between them. The visual form of universal design is a synthesis of aesthetic function
and practical function. Therefore, if the artistic form of universal design possesses any
aesthetic property, its characteristic is unique.
Formalism is a theory of art. The formalist proposes that only the form of a work
determines its artistic value.250 The emergence of formalism was caused by the
developments in painting and sculpture of modern art. For example, artists of Cubism
and Minimalism use abstract forms to articulate the specific contents.251 Universal
design, originally developed by Bauhaus design, was also influenced by these art
movements, especially by De Stijl. Bauhaus design uses simple geometric forms and
primary colors as fundamental elements which are also the significant features of
abstract art, like the works of Mondrian and Malevich. Although formalist arguments
fail as a comprehensive theory of all art, as it excludes factors that also determine
artistic value,252 formalism is an account that is particularly suitable to apply in some
kinds of art with the artistic form as their most important feature.253 And it is also
suitable to be applied to the evaluation of the perceptual design of a design object.
Formalist Roger Fry claims that an artwork communicates our emotion through the use
of form.254 For example in music, it can express or even create our feelings. The
emotion involved is not in the content of the work but in the form. It is the form that
elates us.255 In the case of visual art, Fry claims that the artist arouses our emotions
through the forms, like the rhythm of the line, mass, space, light and shade and
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color.256 Carroll explains that Fry’s view addresses the imagination like the figures of
Gestalt psychology.257 He claims that the form can elicit the viewer’s interest in
contemplating the organized configuration of the formal elements.258 When a viewer
dwells on the composition of form, his perceptual capacities is stimulated and the work
can also serve as a pretext for him to explore the sensibility.259 For example, a diagonal
line can draw our attention to the foreground. Carroll states ‘These elements not only
can move us in certain ways, but enable us to reflect upon how we are moved by them.
These elements and their structures address our human sensibilities and in that way
reveal the nature and contours of our sensibilities to us.’260 The experience of reflection
on our sensibilities during the appreciation can give rise to aesthetic pleasure.
Many design objects emphasizing perceptual design also make use of formal elements
to stimulate our sensibility. An example is Paolo Venini’s Fazzoletto vase, 1957 (Figure
19). Venini believed that decoration follows the principle of ‘less is more’ and he used
abstract forms in his design together with some ancient Venetian glass techniques that
were no longer used.261 This design icon has received many awards and is in almost
every major art museum in the world. The glass consists of three color layers and is
blown with a cleverly spinning movement to form the flowing line. It draws the
viewer’s attention in following the line’s movement of in and out, up and down like a
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flowing cloth. It gives rise to sensual pleasure and wonder when we contemplate its
artistic form.
However, although the artistic form of the design object can stimulate reflection on our
sensibility, the pleasure it gives rise to may not be enduring. Indeed, many design
objects with appealing visual forms would not be prevailing for a long period of time.
Jerrold Levinson claims that ‘If the value of art is to be plausibly related to its provision
of pleasure, it must at least be its enduring capacity to yield pleasure.’262 He further
explains ‘Artistic value is conceived as a matter of enduring potential for gratification,
grounded in the nature and qualities of an object, perhaps never-to-recur momentary
conditions that lead to somebody’s gratification on a solitary occasion.’263 Therefore,
although some design objects possess beautiful artistic forms, the pleasure they
provide may not be enduring.
Influenced by Kant, Malcolm Budd states that the qualities of formal elements like
color and line can elicit viewer’s purely sensory pleasure, but these perceived
properties are single, structureless and homogeneous.264 Budd claims ‘Pleasure is taken
in the manner in which the various aspects are related to one another or in a property
generated by the character of the aspects and the relations among them. … This
conception distinguishes aesthetic from purely sensory pleasure by the requirement
that aesthetic pleasure is pleasure resulting from the structure (the relation formed by
perceivable properties).’265 Therefore, if an object can only provide sensual pleasure
through its artistic form but without structure, we cannot say that it is an aesthetic
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pleasure. So formalist’s argument is not adequate to define the aesthetic property or
aesthetic value that a design object may possess. However, neoformalist’s argument
gives a more plausible explanation of how the artistic form can give rise to aesthetic
pleasure in terms of the relations between form and content.
The neoformalist proposes that the form and content of an artwork are related in an
appropriate manner.266 The content refers to the meaning or theme of the work. The
form refers to the way in which the meaning is made to appear or the way the meaning
is articulated.267 Carroll gives an example to explain how it works in painting. Part of the
content of The Fall of Icarus by Pieter Bruegel (Figure 20) is how history passes by
unnoticed. The artist articulated this content by decentering the subject ‘Icarus’s
legendary fall’ to one side of the painting. This major event was articulated in such a
way that it goes unnoticed and is likely to be missed. In this sense, the form articulates
the content in an appropriate manner. When we recognize how the form fits the
meaning, this can contribute a satisfactory pleasure. The unity of form and content
gives a feeling of completeness, which leads us to conclude that the work is ‘just
right’.268 This unity of form and content can also be found in design object. Luigi
Colani’s Drop tea set (Figure 21 and Figure 22) is a fine example. Colani is famous for
the style ‘bio-design’ which is a hydrodynamic version of streamlined design of the
1930s. His theme is to use organic forms with flowing lines to portrait a futuristic
tension. Drop won a Gute Industrieform prize at the Hanover Fair in 1971.269 It is still
popular and continuously produced. Colani articulates the streamlined tear drop by
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simplistic form. The lid is simplified in a circular form and hidden in a smooth surface.
The handle is recessed within the body of the teapot. This design achieved a clean
profile with a smooth outline. When we contemplate the form from side view and
aerial view, it is easy to identify the form of tear drop, even if a viewer does not know
its name. The form articulates the content ‘tear drop’ appropriately. This experience
gives rise to a satisfactory pleasure of ‘how clever and suitable it was designed’. The
Drop is still popular for over forty years and sold at a high price. This shows that
consumers not only purchase it for utilitarian purpose, but also for aesthetic delight.
The neoformalist’s argument is more suitable to apply in the appreciation of design
objects. In many cases, design object also has a specific content and a sophisticated
manipulation of formal elements can articulate the content appropriately.
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5.3: Functional beauty: the relation between form and function in artifact
In the previous discussion, the neoformalist’s argument was supposed to reveal how
artistic form can contribute to an aesthetic experience. However, the artistic forms of
the design objects are not only an articulation of a specific content but also of the
associated functional purpose. It is a synthesis of perceptual design and functional
design. The form of a design object can also be governed by functionality. Functional
beauty is an aesthetic conception of how the function of an object can contribute to
aesthetic pleasure. In the Western tradition, especially in the 17th and 18th Centuries,
there is a notion that looking fit for function is a form of beauty. The general idea that
we call functional beauty is the object’s function being integral to its aesthetic
character. The aesthetic qualities of an object may emerge from its function or
something inseparable from its function.270 The doctrine of beauty as fitness for
function is one important philosophical articulation of this idea. Socrates claims ‘all
things are good and beautiful in relation to those purposes for which they are well
adapted, bad and ugly in relation to those for which they are ill adapted.’ 271 The strong
version of this idea is ‘fitness for a function is the only kind of beauty’, and there is also
a weak version on this idea that ‘being fit for function, though not necessary for an
object to be beautiful, is sufficient for this’.272 According to this notion, fitness is one
kind of beauty but not the only kind. 273 On the other hand, the term ‘beauty’ has two
different senses. In a narrow sense, Parsons and Carlson state ‘it [beauty] has a
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relatively specific meaning, referring to a quality of the visual or auditory appearance of
an object, namely, its capable to provide certain kinds of pleasant perceptual
experiences.’274 In a wider sense, beauty is not just a quality of perceptual
appearances, but more or less equivalent to goodness or excellence in general.275
However, functional beauty faces the problem of indeterminacy and translation. The
problem of indeterminacy is the difficulty of determining the proper function of an
object. This happens in architecture, since it usually comprises a wide range of
functions. As Scruton claims that a proper function of a building is ‘something
indeterminate’.276 This also happens in artifacts with multiple-functions, like a clockradio or a washer dryer and it is difficult to determine which function is the proper
function.277 However, Parsons and Carlson suggest that even the problem of
indeterminacy is a significant theoretical problem, but we may accept that the
aesthetic characters of architecture and everyday object are relative.278 Another
response to the problem of indeterminacy is to explain it in applying the selective
effects theory of function in nature. Parsons and Carlson state ‘The proper function of a
particular animal’s biological part or trait is an effect of that part of trait achieves a
certain kind of success in relation to its environment, … this success leads to spread of
the trait via the reproduction. … This effect explains the existence of the part or trait in
the animal.’279 This account could also apply to the proper function for artifacts.
According to Preston’s ideas of proper function, ‘X has a proper function F if and only if
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Xs currently exist because in the recent past, ancestors of were successful in meeting
some need or want in the marketplace because they performed F, leading to
manufacture and distribution of Xs.’280
On the other hand, the problem of translation of functional beauty is a psychological
issue. The psychological aspect of the notion of functional beauty involves the notion
that our awareness of an object’s function and how its form fits the function may
change the aesthetic qualities of the object perceived by us. But it is difficult to explain
how the awareness of a non-aesthetic function of an object can affect our aesthetic
judgment.281 It is vague and unclear how a function can be ‘translated’ into the
perceptual form of object.282 It contradicts with the truism of Kant’s notion that
aesthetic pleasure is taken in the perceptual experience of an object per se. 283
However, Parsons and Carlson argue that knowledge is also an essential component of
an appropriate appreciation and they suggest that we can employ Kendall Walton’s
theory - ‘categories of art’ to solve this problem.284
Parsons and Carlson state ‘Walton’s theory is based on a division of perceptual qualities
into aesthetic (elegance, for example) and non-aesthetic (redness, for example). Artistic
categories embody our knowledge about particular kinds of artworks by specifying the
sorts of non-aesthetic perceptual properties that are ‘standard’, ‘variable’, and ‘contrastandard’ for those kinds. … Standard non-aesthetic perceptual properties are
280
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perceived as necessary, variable non-aesthetic perceptual properties appear
unremarkable, and contra-standard non-aesthetic perceptual properties will be
perceived as jarring, dissonant, or ‘out of place’ elements of the work.’285 Our
knowledge of the kind of artwork is designated to specific feature as either standard,
variable, or contra-standard. This classification of a work’s features influences our
understanding of the work and causes us to see a certain sort of order, or lack of
order.286 This change may affect our perception of the work’s aesthetic qualities.287
According to Parsons and Carlson, how the knowledge of function may change the
perceptual appearance of an artifact in our perception is through the understanding of
how an object fulfils its function. An object’s function can be noticed by information,
like we know that a washing machine can wash clothes. But through the appearance of
it, a closed box, we cannot understand how it works. We cannot identify which visual
feature of it is standard, variable or contra-standard according to its functional
category. However, if we are allowed to see certain parts inside and understand how
each part is relevant to that function, we can determine which parts of the machine are
standard, variable and contra-standard. The understanding of function can influence
the perceptual appearance of an object through the understanding of how function is
carried out.288 Parsons and Carlson claim that the changes of functional categories can
alter aesthetic qualities. There are three possible ways of how the aesthetic qualities
can be altered: ‘looking fit’, the qualities of simplicity, gracefulness or elegance, and
‘visual tension’.
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How can thinking of an object’s ‘looking fit’ alter its aesthetic quality? Parsons and
Carlson claim ‘When the functional category employed to perceive the object causes us
to see the object as having no contra-standard features at all and as having, to a high
degree, certain variable features that are indicative of functionality.’289 For example,
the look of a sports car indicates its high speed in virtue of having the standard features
of a car, like inflated tires. But it also possesses other variable features like a spoiler
and a large engine, and these features will contribute certain visual quality that we call
‘looking fit’.290
The aesthetic qualities of simplicity, gracefulness, or elegance can also emerge in
artifacts in virtue of our knowledge of their function. According to David Best’s analysis
in sport ‘A specific movement is aesthetically satisfying only if in the context of the
action as a whole it is seen as forming a unified structure which is regarded as the most
economical and efficient method of achieving the required end.’291 When the motions
employed in sport have features that are all relevant to the function, they can
contribute the aesthetic quality of gracefulness.292 This quality can also be found in
artifacts when we employ the functional category in perceiving artifacts, which can be
found with few contra-standard or variable features, but all are the standard ones.293
For example, the elegance of a stainless-steel stove can be said to be derived from the
understanding of its function. It is elegant because its visible features are all standard
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for the functional category in which we perceive it as a stove.294 But if we perceive it as
a safe, it may not look elegant. As the glass door and a set of burners on the top surface
of a stove can be classified as the contra-standard features for the category ‘safe’.295
This appearance of economical and efficient of functional beauty is significantly found
in modernist design, like ‘functionalist’ architecture, Bauhaus design and Scandinavian
design.296
The third way that functional categories can affect aesthetic appearance is when an
artifact can successfully perform its function with some contra-standard features or
lacking the standard features of the functional category.297 Parsons and Carlson
describe ‘Although they are manifestly functional, appearing capable of performing
their function, such objects also possess perceptual features that are ‘at odd with’ this
manifest functionality.’298 The aesthetic quality possess by this kind of artifacts can be
described as a surprising, vibrant look, or a ‘visual tension’ which is aesthetically
pleasing.299 Mies van der Rohe’s cantilevered tubular steel chair (Figure 4), 1920s, is a
nice example. The standard feature of a chair’s functional category is a balance
structure which can support the human body in a sitting gesture. Usually this standard
feature will be a chair with four legs. However, Mies van der Rohe’s chair is a two point
supporting structure of a ‘c’ curve tubular steel, which gives us a surprising pleasure in
wondering how this structure can support a human body. This is amazing as it could
fulfill its function in lacking the standard feature of its functional category.
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In conclusion, the problem of translation of functional beauty can be overcome.
Through the application of the knowledge on an artifact’s functional categories, the
aesthetic qualities can be altered into the qualities like ‘looking fit’, simplicity,
gracefulness or elegance, and ‘visual tension’. The case of Mies van der Rohe’s chair
shows that it is possible to apply the notion of functional beauty in the appreciation of
design objects.
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5.4: Appropriateness as an aesthetic property in design objects
In many cases, design objects are the synthesis of perceptual design and functional
design, the integration of aesthetic function and practical function into one visual form.
But their relation may not be equally important. Sometimes either one of them will be
the dominant one. My research suggests that there are three possible relations
between perceptual design and functional design. First, there are design objects with
the aesthetic function as the dominant function, for example, wallpaper and jewelry.
They are designed for decorative purpose and in many cases aesthetic function is the
only function. Second, there are design objects with the practical function as the
dominant one, for example, camera and laptop. The mechanical device performs a
technological function and the visual form largely results from the execution of this
function. Therefore the function governs the visual form of the design object. Third,
there are design objects in which the aesthetic function and the practical function have
more or less the same importance. Like furniture and table ware, the practical function
is usually not so complicated and easy to achieve. In market competition, most of the
competitive products can perform the same practical function. This allows more
creativity and design input in developing of the artistic form, because the aesthetic
function can enhance the product’s value through an appealing appearance. Therefore
both aesthetic function and practical function are equally important.
In the appreciation of design objects, when perceptual design is dominant in a case, it is
more suitable to apply the formalist’s ideas about artistic form in appreciation, because
the practical function is not the focus. For example, people who buy a Fazzoletto vase
may not even use it to hold flowers. They may simply use it as a sculpture to decorate
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their homes. In cases where the design object also possesses a specific visual content.
The neoformalist’s ideas about the relation between form and content are more
suitable. We can appreciate how suitable the artistic form articulates the content. For
example, the visual content of Drop teapot is a drop of water, and the form articulates
the content appropriately. On the other hand, when functional design is dominant in a
case like the design of a camera, it is more suitable to apply the notion of functional
beauty in appreciation. We can appreciate it through the knowledge of its proper
function, standard features, variable features and contra-standard features of the
functional category. However, there are many other cases in which form, content and
function are integrated in a design and both perceptual design and functional design
are equally important. In applying the notions of formalism, neoformalism and
functional beauty to the appreciation of this kind of design objects, we may explain
some aesthetic property of them, like the beauty of artistic form or the quality of
‘looking fit’. But how the aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aim are balanced or how the
different kinds of quality are related together, formalism, neoformalism and functional
beauty may not be able to explain, and my research suggests that we can understand it
through the notion of appropriateness.
As mentioned in chapter 4, the term ‘appropriate’ (‘right’, ‘fitting’, ‘suitable’) can be
used to evaluate the quality of an object. How can a design object be appropriate in
balancing the relation between form, content and function? In design history, there
are many cases of universal design that prevail for decades and were collected by
museums. We may infer that universal design may possess some kind of quality that
made it more successful and prevailing. It would be fruitful to study the cases of
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universal design to investigate the relation between form, content and function, and to
understand how aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aims are appropriately maintained.
Universal design was originally developed by Bauhaus design school in the 1920s. As
discussed in chapter 3.2, the significant visual features of Bauhaus design are geometric
forms and primary colors. There are two specific contents reflected in this style. First is
the artistic pursuit. Gropius shared the same utopian notion of Mondrian that
geometric form is an expression of fundamental truth in the visual world. 300 Gropius’
ideal is to marry craft and industry together so as to produce high quality and low price
everyday product to benefit the society. Bauhaus design expresses the truth of
materials and the rationality of Bauhaus thinking - structure dictates outer appearance.
301

The style of simplicity is a result of rigorous design process. Designers have to be

both familiar in craft skill and the manipulation of elementary forms.302 Through the
fabrication of basic forms, designers can develop a simple but highly refined design.
Besides the artistic pursuit, Bauhaus design also reflects the historical changes in the
beginning of the 20th Century. In the early stage of Industrial Revolution, mass
produced everyday products were of poor quality and design. Bauhaus design is a
response to this problem. Base on the principles of interchangeability and
standardization in mass production, elements of design were reduced to basic units
and from these to fabricate a new design. 303 As all designs are formed by basic units
and no decoration is added, therefore the production process of parts is easier to
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interchange between different products. 304 On the other hand, industrialization and
business development led to the change of modern living. People quested for
uncluttered living environment. Product of simplistic form gives the sense of pure and
rational which make the living and working environment looks tidy and organized.
These historical changes were also affirmed by the exhibition ‘Machine Art’ of the
Museum of Modern Art in 1934. It established the guiding spirit of the museum’s
design collection: ‘Design is an aesthetic (simplicity, purity, geometry, and also
austerity), a method of production (machine manufacture, actual or implied, using
modern materials), and an iconography (the machine, as selectively defined) – which it
construed as functionalism.’305
In the case of universal design, we now know that the artistic forms are geometric
forms and primary colors, the contents are the artistic pursuit of utopian ideal and the
social changes brought by machinery production. How do form and content relate to
the function in a universal design object? How a satisfying design of balancing aesthetic
aim and non-aesthetic aim is related to the notion of appropriateness? It is better to
analyse this issue case by case. As mentioned before we have to first determine the
proper function and the different degrees of dominance of perceptual design and
functional design, so as to find an appropriate focus for the analysis. The following is a
case study on the aesthetic property of universal design object.
The Wassily tubular steel armchair (Figure 23) is designed by Marcel Breuer in 1925 and
it is still being produced today. This is the first chair designed with the construction of
leather strips suspended on steel tubes. Later, this unique feature became a style
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which symbolizes classic and Modernism.306 Breuer is the outstanding student of
Gropius and was trained in designing original and functional products.307 He got the
idea of using tubular steel from the handlebars of his bicycle. 308 He captured the design
principles of Bauhaus in using line (tubular steel) and plane (leather strip) as the basic
unit to fabricate an artistic form of different planes in a three dimensional space. When
we try to understand how the planes intersect each other, we discover our sensitivity
to space and this experience gives rise to aesthetic pleasure. The artistic form
constructed by line and plane is simple and pure, there is no decorative detail and the
viewer can only focus on its structure. This design approach follows Gropius’ artistic
pursuit in using geometric forms to express simplicity and rationality. It also reflects the
designer’s sophistication of integrating geometric forms into a three dimensional
structure. We can find how the artistic form articulates the content ‘just right’ and
appropriately. In terms of the historical content, tubular steel also reflects a revolution
of product manufacturing, from hand-made to machinery production. The tubular steel
furniture production is standardized in quality and can also be applied to produce other
design objects with the same basic unit-bended tubular steel. Breuer introduced a new
material into the vocabulary of modern furniture. Immediately, wooden furniture
seemed conservative and metal became a symbol of stylish and novelty.309 Other
designers and manufacturers followed this idea. Metal designs became an international
trend and the sales also grew enormously.310 The design of Wassily tubular steel
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armchair symbolizes a revolution in furniture design and manufacturing. This
knowledge of the historical background is part of the content of the armchair’s artistic
form, and it can contribute to a rewarding experience when we contemplate it.
The proper function of Wassily tubular steel armchair is no different from other
armchair that is to support a human body in a sitting gesture. A standard feature of an
armchair is a stable supporting structure and usually the structure is a bulky wood
frame. Another function of this structure is to fit in with the body curves of the human
body so as to provide comfort when sitting, and usually a thick sofa pad is designed to
fulfill this requirement. The aesthetic quality of Wassily tubular steel armchair is a
surprising ‘visual tension’ that is due to the contra-standard features. The forms of
leather strip and tubular steel are thin and narrow and the construction is simple and
light without repeating structure for strengthening and supporting. Therefore, it is not
obvious that this construction will be stable and durable enough to perform its proper
function. However, Wassily tubular steel armchair performs well and is still producing
for over decades. The key to achieving this impossibility is the concepts of ‘truth to
materials’ and rational thinking of Bauhaus design.311 Tubular structure is strong
because the pressure can be equally distributed on each point of a circle and there is
no weak point. This is why such a thin metal tube can support heavy weight. However
when the tube is bent into a curve, the weak point will exist in the angle. We can find
that in Wassily tubular steel armchair’s four legs are formed by two ‘u’ shape tubes.
The weakness of this structure is that it can bend outward when it is overweight. To
solve this problem, Breuer used two straight tubes to connect the upper part of the ‘u’
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shape tubes. Breuer then placed three other leather strips as the back and seat on this
reinforced structure. Then an armchair with light materials and structure is formed. It is
surprising that the design lacks the standard feature of traditional armchair - a bulky
structure, but it still can performs its function. We can also find that the leather strips,
which support the user’s arm and back when sitting, intersect in a harmonious way.
The leather strips of three different planes intersect at a point. The crash of these
planes was eliminated by using the same visual form and the sophisticated
manipulation of positive and negative space. We discover how sophisticated is Breuer
in using geometric forms to construct a structure, fulfilling the relevant function and
fully utilizing the characteristic of materials. The use of artistic form is appropriate to
express the content and ‘just fit’ to perform the proper function.
However, the two independent straight tubes are the only parts that are not bent or
connected with leather strips. They are not in unity with other parts, but they are
important to fix the whole structure of the armchair. Breuer’s decision is to accept this
aesthetic defect, because performing the function of support is the most important
value. If an armchair cannot perform its function, no matter how perfect the artistic
form is, it is still a failure. This is one significant feature found in design objects, namely
that an aesthetic defect can be the result of balancing aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic
aims. The notion of appropriateness is reflected in the rational decision of a designer to
find a compromise between the different purposes of a design object according to the
particular situation. The design decision is usually made through the process of trial
and error. According to John Christopher Jones, there are three stages in this design
process: ‘breaking the problem into pieces’, ‘putting the pieces together in a new way’
and ‘testing to discover the consequences of putting the new arrangement into
84

practice’.312 Design theorists agree that usually designers work on this process for many
times and each time they can achieve a less general and more detailed draft than the
previous one.313 The process of model testing on new arrangement of form and
function is a promising way to achieve the best design solution in balancing both
perceptual design and functional design. Therefore an appropriate design is not only a
result of merely planning but also achieved through numerous experiments.
Through the understanding of a design object’s proper function, functional categories
and specific content, we could appreciate how appropriately the artistic form
articulates the content and how suitable the artistic form is designed to fulfill the
functional requirements. The notion of appropriateness can therefore be reflected in
the perceptual appearance of the design object. Can this quality of appropriateness in
design object be equal to a kind of aesthetic value? The first question one may ask is
‘What possesses aesthetic value?’. According to Robert Stecker, there is a broad view
which claims that aesthetic value can be found possibly anywhere, and there is a
narrower view which claims that aesthetic value can be found primarily in art and it can
also be applied to other objects that share some of the aesthetic properties possess by
works of art.314 What is the source of aesthetic values? Stecker claims that there are
many discussions and answers on this issue in the past three hundred years, and
currently there are two notions: aesthetic properties and aesthetic experiences, which
are equally significant.315 It is difficult to determine which notion is better than the
other in defining aesthetic value.316 Therefore, in order to focus on the analysis of how
312
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the design object can possess any aesthetic value, the following discussion is an
attempt to define the issue through both conceptions: aesthetic experience and
aesthetic property.
There have been several attempts to characterize the aesthetic experience. According
to Stecker, the minimal conception of Jerrold Levinson is the most promising because it
offers a very straightforward way to understand aesthetic value.317 Levinson claims ‘To
appreciate something aesthetically is to attend to its forms, qualities, and meanings for
their own sakes, and to their interrelations, but also to attend to the way all such things
emerge from a particular set of low level perceptual features.’318 For Levinson, the
aesthetic appreciation is grounded on the real features of objects. But how does the
aesthetic value derive from the experience of appreciation? Malcolm Budd’s
conception of the value of art gives a more complete explanation. He claims ‘the value
of a work of art as art is intrinsic to the work in the sense that it is (determined by) the
intrinsic value of the experience the work offers.’319 The experience offered by the
work can be obtained when the perceiver has a correct understanding of the
aesthetically relevant properties.320 This experience also contributes a rewarding
experience to the perceiver. Therefore the experience is not separable from the
work.321 The intrinsic value can be derived from the benefits that are really intrinsic to
the experience, like the invigoration of consciousness, the awareness of human
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psychology or social structures, moral insight and the imaginative identification with a
form of life or an attitude that is not one’s own.322
If we apply Levinson’s and Budd’s notions in the appreciation of Wassily tubular steel
armchair, its aesthetic value would be grounded on the intrinsic value of the
experience it provides. The quality of appropriateness is grounded on a way that form,
content and function are integrated together in a ‘just right’ manner and their
interrelation is a balance between aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aims. These
qualities emerge from a particular set of low level perceptual features, which is the
fabrication of lines and planes in a three dimensional space. When we can understand
how the artistic form articulates the content, which is the utopian ideal reflected in
geometric form, and how the artistic form is manipulated to associate with the
functional requirement of this design object, this background knowledge can
contribute to the rewarding experience offered by this object. For example, it is
amazing to discover Breuer’s intelligence and talent in creativity, how he balanced
different functions appropriately. And this pleasure can only be derived from the
properties of the work itself. On the other hand, the aesthetic experience is intrinsically
valuable. This design object offers an invigorated consciousness to the viewer, a refined
awareness of social changes in Industrial Revolution and an imaginative identification
with a Bauhaus designer’s life of facing challenges and solving problems that is not the
viewer’s own.
An appeal to aesthetic properties is an alternative approach to defining the aesthetic
value of works of art. James Shelley opposes the argument of empiricists, Malcolm
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Budd, Stephen Davies, and Jerrold Levinson, who claim aesthetic value resides in the
experience something provides. Shelley claims that if an aesthetic experience occurs as
a phenomenon in mind, it is possible to obtain the same experience by other mean, like
taking drugs. Then, it is possible for anything, which can provide the same experience,
to possess the same aesthetic value found in art.323 He argues that aesthetic value
should not be understood in terms of the value of an experience but in terms of the
valuable properties possessed by the work. He claims ‘nothing other than the artwork
can have the same value, the value of an artwork is not separable from the artwork.’ 324
Aesthetic properties found in objects, like graceful and harmony, are responsible for
our aesthetic enjoyment of those objects.325 They are different from straightforward
perceptual properties like red, square, or triangular. Frank Sibley claims ‘unlike color,
they [aesthetics properties] will be dependent on other properties of things, they
cannot, since they are not entailed by the properties responsible for them, be ascribed
by virtue of the presence of other properties and some rule of meaning.’ 326 However,
an appeal to aesthetic properties raises the problem of realism. If there are such
properties, then judgments about them should be right or wrong. But people diverge in
their aesthetic judgments and this happens also to ideal critics.327 This problem coheres
with the discussion in chapter 3.3 that there is no agreement on whether the aesthetic
properties like beauty and harmony can be grounded on objective reasons. However, if
certain properties of objects do not exist, we cannot explain why people often
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converge in their judgments of objects, for example, the sharpness of an edge. This
argument seems implausible. Levinson provides a counter-argument by distinguishing
evaluative reactions from phenomenal impressions, which we can easily share.
Aesthetic properties are the properties in objects responsible for such impressions.328
Although evaluation can be subjective, people share common impressions of properties
of objects.329 Therefore, it is possible for an object to possess aesthetic properties.
However, there are two objections to Levinson’s view. First, the descriptive and
evaluative components of aesthetic property terms are not separable. 330 Second, there
are differences of judgments on descriptive matters even between ideal judges.331 The
existence of aesthetic properties is still questionable and the attempts to define
aesthetic value in terms of aesthetic properties face problems. Stecker claims that
among different ways of understanding aesthetic value Levinson’s minimal conception
is one of the more promising and straightforward.332 He concludes that aesthetic value
should be defined in terms of aesthetic experiences rather than aesthetic properties.333
Although it is difficult to prove the existence of aesthetic properties, there is a
controversial case in architecture, which given us reason to believe that architecture
may possess certain kind of aesthetic property. Alberti thinks that when parts of a
building are perfectly fitted together and nothing could be added, this contributes to
the beauty of a building which is the harmony of parts.334 His concept of beauty is
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based on the perception of adequate correspondence of part to part of a building, a
harmony of detail and a visual completion.335 Scruton interprets Alberti’s notion that
‘Each part must be bound to the others in some relation of ‘appropriateness’, a relation
which enables us to see the existence of one part as providing a reason for the
existence of another.’336 Scruton claims that these conceptions involved a certain
pattern of reasoning, which can be conceived as both intellectual and visual.337 He
thinks that the concept ‘appropriate’ is the intellectual centre of this proper account of
aesthetic reasoning and we can understand it more through Alberti’s notion of
Concinnitas.338 Scruton states ‘a gentle correspondence of answering parts, a harmony
which is perceived because we can ‘read’ the details. It is through this reading that we
may come to see one feature of a building as providing an adequate visual reason for
another feature, and it is only then that we can have any experience of the unity and
coherence of the whole.’339 The notion of ‘appropriate’ clearly explains the process of
reasoned ‘fitting together’ and it is also the intellectual gesture in decorative art.340
Scruton introduces another interesting notion - ‘appropriate detail’ and he further
discusses how the aesthetic reasoning aiming at appropriateness is plausible. As the
corresponding parts are the features of a building which we can ‘read’ as details, we
may infer that ‘details’ can also be conceived as ‘parts’ of a building. Scruton claims
that ‘appropriate detail’ can constitute a style. He also claims ‘style is not the
accumulation of detail, but its fitting deployment. … We shall not understand style until
335

Roger Scruton, The Classical Vernacular: Architectural Principle in an Age of Nihilism (Manchester:
Carcanet, 1984, 79.
336
Roger Scruton, The Aesthetics of Architecture (London: Methuen, 1979), 225.
337
Ibid., 209.
338
Ibid., 209.
339
Ibid., 219.
340
Ibid., 226.

90

we see how intimately are all its workings penetrated by appropriate detail.’341 As an
example of ‘appropriate detail’, Scruton cites the interior corner of the Pazzi Chapel
(Figure 24) in Florence designed by Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446). To design a corner
with a pilaster, Brunelleschi does not want to overemphasize the corner because it may
destroy the lightness and serenity which he wants to maintain. Instead of emphasizing
the two surfaces of pilaster with the same design, he applied the design element of the
wall next to the pilaster, a circle and a rectangle with a doom on top. He duplicated this
pattern on one side of the pilaster. This way of handling the design almost buries one
side of the pilaster and leaving the smallest projecting fragment.342 The artistic pursuit
of lightness and serenity could be maintained. And this solution to the ‘problem of the
corner’, which has obsessed architects from Greeks to the present day, was later
adopted and refined by many architects.343 We can find that the problem is selfimposed by the artistic pursuit. As Scruton states ‘There can be no artistic freedom
before there is artistic constraint. … Here the creation and solution of problems are
essential to the aesthetic task. It is this which engages and rewards our attention.’344
The aesthetic property of Brunelleschi’s corner is founded on the quality of
appropriateness attached to how Brunelleschi intellectually solved the problem
through an appropriate rearrangement of the details to minimize the volume of the
pilaster, maintaining the artistic pursuit and the functional requirement that a massive
pilaster is essential to the structure. Brunelleschi’s achievement can be perceived by a
viewer when he exercises the reasoning and realizes on how one part is the reason
explaining the existence of the other part. This also coheres with Alberti’s notion that
341
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‘Each part must be bound to the others in some relation of ‘appropriateness’, a relation
which enables us to see the existence of one part as providing a reason for the
existence of another.’345 From the case of Brunelleschi’s corner, we could find that the
aesthetic property of appropriateness can be understood and explained through the
reasoning of how we ‘read’ details.
Scruton further explains that the International Style, which includes Bauhaus design,
also consists in ‘appropriate detail’. The International Style rests largely on its creation
of details with its disdain for ornament.346 The characteristic details include metal
fenestration, wrapped corners, sharp horizontals and delicate verticals, which can be
seen not only to coexist but also in relation with one another, same as the relation
between parts of building in the classical style.347 The following is a case study of
universal design object on how the notion of appropriateness can be reflected in the
correspondence of parts and details.
Componibili round storage system is designed by Anna Castelli Ferrieri in 1967 (Figure
25). It has been in production for thirty years and is in the collection of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York and the Centre George Pompidou in Paris. It is a design with
minimized details which is based on the form - circle. The practical function of this
storage system is storing everyday stuff of different sizes and shapes in an organized
way. Its shape has to be easily fit in every corner of environment with different height
limits so as to fulfill different storage purposes in bedroom, bathroom, etc. Its aesthetic
function is to give delight through its artistic form, and its existence can also improve
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the look of living environment. Ferrieri chose ‘circle’ as the basic unit to fabricate the
whole design and as the basic form to articulate the theme ‘minimalism’. The system’s
shape is a tubular form (Figure 26) which can be easily fit in different corners of the
living space. Each shelf is cut with an opening of a rectangle but with rounded corners
and the door’s handle is replaced by a circular hole. We can find that all the design
details are reduced to one form, the circle. They are in harmony with each other and
following the same theme. In balancing the function of storage and the artistic pursuit,
Ferrieri cleverly integrates the design of door into the circular form. The door’s design
is a sliding door of bent surface which can fit into the circular flame. The user has to
push the door following the track and this lead to a circular hand movement. It is a
delightful experience when we realize the unity of all its details are in circular form and
also experience the fluidity and smoothness when pushing or pulling the door with a
circular hand movement. Both perceptual experience and bodily experience cohere
with each other. And all these qualities from the experiences are derived by attending
the artistic form and details, meanings for their own sake and their interrelations. The
artistic forms of all the details (cylinder shape, curved surface, rounded corner, and
circular hole as handle) refer to the same theme - minimalism. However, the way of
putting details together is not an accumulation, but a fitting deployment. The details
correspond to each other and one is the reason explaining the existence of the other.
The different units are also of the same height and the larger unit’s height is in a ratio
of 2:1 to the smaller unit’s height. We can find how parts are ‘fitting together’ with
reason. This also coheres with Alberti’s notion ‘Each part must be bound to the others
in some relation of ‘appropriateness’, a relation which enables us to see the existence
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of one part as providing a reason for the existence of another.’348 In particular, the
design of curved sliding door has the same quality as Brunelleschi’s corner that the
artistic pursuit is a self-imposed problem and the solution of problem gives rise a
delightful bodily experience. On the functional aspect, the interchangeable units can
almost fit in all different kinds of living environment and the design of different shelves
can also fulfill the storing of all different kinds of stuffs. The standard feature of its
functional category is storage and high adaptability. Componibili possesses the
aesthetic qualities of simplicity and elegance, since it performs its function ‘just right’
with the most economical and efficient method of achieving the function.349 And it is
aesthetically satisfying because the details are free of features that are ‘extraneous and
irrelevant’ to their function.
The aesthetic property of the Componibili round storage module is due to the
intelligence of the design in balancing the aesthetic aim (the use of geometric form to
articulate the theme ‘minimalism’) and the non-aesthetic aim (the function of multipurpose storage and high adaptability). Both aesthetic function and practical function
can be balanced appropriately. And the result is aesthetically satisfying since in terms
of perceptual experience, the unity of details gives rise to a sense of harmony. And in
terms of bodily experience, the circular hand movement coheres with the content
‘circle’ in a ‘just right’ and perfect way.
In understanding the relations between form, content and function of a design object,
we can understand how designers strike a balance between aesthetic and nonaesthetic aims. In understanding how form articulates content in a right manner and
348
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how perceptual design, which consists in form and content, suitably associates with
functional requirements, we find that a satisfying design object is a result of human
intelligence, a synthesis of creativity and rationality. This could contribute to a
rewarding aesthetic experience. The quality of appropriateness reflected by the
appearance of a design object is a result of balancing form, content and function. This
aesthetic property is uniquely found in artifacts that are produced to serve both
aesthetic and mundane functions, like design objects and architecture. No matter
through which notion (aesthetic experience or aesthetic property) we define an
object’s aesthetic value, we could still find aesthetic value in the quality of
appropriateness in design objects.
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5.5: Everyday aesthetics: The relation between the design objects and its social context
The previous discussion of the aesthetic value of design objects followed the traditional
Western idea that the aesthetic experience is to be had either in the art gallery or in
nature, but in any case, outside the stream of daily life.350 In traditional aesthetics, sight
and hearing are regarded as ‘higher senses’ because they are closely related to what is
conceptual and intellectual.351 Therefore the aesthetic experience in the previous
discussion focused on the formal elements found in visual art, like line, color and
shape, which are visually perceivable. In the actual practice of aesthetics, art is always
regarded as the classical model for aesthetic object.352 And the elementary elements
(form, color and shape) in perceptual design are also developed from the geometric
abstraction of modern art. Therefore in order to investigate the aesthetic value of
design objects, it is more promising to apply the conceptions of traditional aesthetic
into the analysis. However, design objects differ from works of fine art in that they are
made for utilitarian purposes and are closely related to everyday life. The aesthetic
experience of normal people is also not limited to art appreciation. In fact, we can
often find pleasure that is prima facie aesthetic in everyday activities like cooking
meals, driving a car, and using tools.353 Therefore, the traditional view of the aesthetic,
focusing on the appreciation of art objects, cannot fully cover the aesthetic experiences
that happen in everyday life. Everyday aesthetics is a late developed notion in the
West. It focuses on aesthetic experiences in everyday activities. Everyday aesthetics is
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also another way to understand the aesthetic value of design objects in relation to daily
life.
As Tom Leddy has observed everyday aesthetics is a loose category.354 One way to
characterize everyday aesthetics is to include any aesthetic appreciation that is not
included in the traditional focus areas of art, nature and architecture.355 The objects to
be appreciated in everyday life include everyday objects, like a good suit with an
elegant cut, and everyday events like a baseball game.356 For the investigation of the
aesthetic experience related to design objects, it is more appropriate to focus on the
aesthetic issue of everyday objects. How can we gain aesthetic experience from design
objects when it is involved in our everyday life? Yuriko Saito argues that besides the
aesthetic experience derived from the appreciation of formal qualities like form, color
and shape of an object, we could also appreciate an object in relation to social context.
In particular, she discusses on the aesthetic experience of everyday objects in related
to ambience, transience and morality. For the ambience, Saito claims that besides the
appreciation of how an object can satisfy our desire, we can also appreciate an object
for the way it expresses or articulates its distinctive characteristics.357 This notion is
based on a moral attitude of humility that can be revealed by how the artist or designer
respects and appreciates the essential character of materials.358 As regards transience,
Saito claims that when we experience the changes of material objects, we often
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perceive them with implicit evaluation.359 We seem to have an impression that each
material and object have a life process, from prime condition, peak, to decline.360 We
respond to the appearance of object in different stages. The prime condition is when
things are brand new or ‘developing’, but shortly after this is the stage of ‘age’, ’decay’
and ‘decline’.361 We treasure an object’s prime condition because it is impermanence,
for example, flowers in full bloom. This aesthetic appreciation of order in object reflects
one’s moral value and it is context-dependent.362 We can find that Saito’s notions on
the appreciation of everyday object draw connection to moral concepts. Indeed, when
a moral issue is related to an object to be appreciated, the issue could affect our
aesthetic judgment on the object. We could arrive at a conclusion that something is
beautiful but evil. Saito’s view on everyday aesthetic can also be understood as a
relation between the appreciation of everyday object and morality. The objects to be
appreciated in everyday objects like the distinctive characteristic of material and the
changes of ripen and decay remind us the moral issues of human life. It seems to be
not directly related to the perceptual experience which occurs when we have
interaction with everyday objects.
Scruton discusses everyday aesthetics from a different perspective. He thinks that
aesthetic judgments in everyday life are due to the habit of removing redundancies and
it is an activity inherent in the mind of every rational being.363 The purpose of removing
redundancies is not purely utilitarian but also derives from a need to seek for
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reasons.364 When a non-rational beings, like a horse for instance, faces a level fence it
has infinitely many places to jump to escape from the enemy or to follow the herd.365
But when a human being makes decisions like how to place the plates and cutlery on
the table or to choose what kind of door frame will fit in the wall, these are activities in
which we seek an appropriate arrangement and try to fit things together.366 Scruton
thinks this kind of human activity is what Kant is pointing to when he states that ‘there
is an exercise of rational faculties that is both purposive, and pointing beyond purpose,
to the contemplation of the way things appear.’367 As rational beings, we desire that
things look right. In the case of choosing a door frame, one could compare his own
choice with other people’s choices, to match the door with other details of the building
or to compare his choice with customs and traditions.368 Through this process, one
may find reasons to justify his choice as appropriate or not. Everyday object is not only
viewed by its maker but also by others that may use it or be affected by it when the
object exists in their living environment.369 An appropriate or agreeable look of an
object can be understood as a choice of popular or unpopular, the popular choice
involving the approval of others. Therefore within a social context, the shared visual
vocabulary can be socially derived.370
One may object to the idea of removing redundancy that the right choice may also be
governed by functionality. But Scruton argues ‘even when functionality rules, our sense
of beauty can distinguish the fitting from the arbitrary, and the stylish from the
364
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improvised.’ 371 It is not simply because people enjoy the look as it is, but they want to
interpret the look with the support of reasons.372 When an object’s appearance catches
people’s attention, they will interpret the appearance as something intrinsically
meaningful, and present it to others with supporting reasons. This is aimed at securing
the agreement of other people who also have an interest in the issue.373 When
something ‘looks fit’, we may interpret it as having the quality of removed redundancy.
And Scruton explains that this is the reason why rational beings treasure ‘minimal
beauty’ so much, because they need to discover and achieve order in their
surroundings.374 In Scruton’s view on everyday aesthetics, we could find another
reason for why universal design can be a prevailing style. It is because universal design
has a quality of ‘looking fit’ which fulfills our habit of removing redundancy on everyday
objects. The simplistic look of universal design products are easier to match with other
objects in living environment and it may even improve the look of the whole living
environment, since other objects may be in chaos and universal design object can bring
a sense of tidiness. People incline to choose it because they can find reason (the
interpretation of removing redundancy) in supporting their aesthetic choice. Moreover,
there is a long history of geometric form being applied in art, architecture and applied
art. It saturates every corners of our living environment, which may also establish its
status as a popular choice in different periods of time and social contexts.
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Chapter 6: The notion of appropriateness in design and morality
As mentioned before, the term ‘appropriate’ (‘right’, ‘fitting’ and ‘suitable’) is used in
two ways. Sometimes it is used to evaluate an object, such as a building or a part of it.
Sometimes it is used in the sense of ‘morally appropriate’, to express a judgment on
human action and behavior.375 In the previous discussions on the appropriateness in
design, the focus is on the former usage. As the second usage is an application of moral
concept to human action and behavior, it seems to be irrelevant to evaluate design
objects. However in the previous discussions, we could find that many cases in art,
architecture and design are related to moral issues, for example, the appropriateness in
Chinese calligraphy, the Arts and Crafts movement, Gropius’s utopian ideal of Bauhaus
design, Saito’s notion of ambience and transience in artifacts and Alberti’s notion on
harmony in architecture as an expression of civilized behavior. If we trace back to the
notion ‘commodity’ in Vitruvius’ three conditions of well-built architecture
(commodity, firmness and delight) we could find that moral issues are relevant.
Vitruvius states, ‘Architecture requires commodity’.376 It is subservient to the common
uses of mankind.377 Human activities like politics, society and religion determine what
shall be built. It is reasonable to consider architecture as an expression of human life.378
We may evaluate architecture by judging the value of their ends because the external
purposes are reflected and it is morally relevant.379 From the notion of ‘commodity’ we
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may infer that there are three possible ways to evaluate the moral issues reflected by
artifacts which include architecture and design objects.
First is the artistic act, which is what the artist or designer intentionally does through
the work. We can view it as a visual expression of that person which may reflects his or
her moral disposition.380 However, there are cases that an artist expresses a sarcastic
condemnation through the presentation of immoral behavior in the work. Therefore,
the artistic act may not fully reflect an artist’s moral disposition. Second is the practical
function of an artifact, as it can bring benefit or disaster to people’s living.381 Third is
the impact of an artifact on people and the living environment.382 It may not be the
consequence of its function, but the influence on people because of its existence. For
example: the ambience brought by the distinctive characteristics of materials in
Japanese design object can influence people’s impression of the environment. 383 We
can find how these two factors can be morally relevant. This immediately makes a
connection to the notion of appropriateness in design. In a broad sense, since an
‘appropriate’ design has to maintain a balance of various factors and the consequence
of aesthetic function and practical function brought by design objects to human life and
their living environment is a significant moral issue. Therefore it is necessary to include
moral issues as one of the factors that constitute an appropriate design. In a narrow
sense, since the term ‘appropriate’ also means ‘morally appropriate’ which is used to
evaluate human action and behavior. When the artistic act or the function and impact
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of a design object can be conceived as a reflection of human action or behavior, the
design object is morally relevant.
Diagram 4 shows the moral concepts applied in the investigation of how design objects
are relevant to moral issues (chapter 6.1) and the conflicts between aesthetic function
and moral consideration in design process (chapter 6.3).
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Diagram 4: The balance of aesthetic value and moral value in design objects

Developed from Viruvius' notion
of 'commodity': a building
reflects the general uses of
mankind, which is relevent to
moral issues.
A design object is relevant to
moral issues in 3 ways: the
artistic act of a designer, its
function and its impact. The latter
two can bring benefits or
disasters to people and living
environment.

Artistic act: what a designer
intentionally does through the
work is a reflection of his moral
disposition.
This notion is not plausible.
Dilworth states: the intention of
the designer's artistic act may not
be his personal expression, but
can be the result of fulfilling
practical requirements.

The consequences brought by the design object's function and impact to human life
can be evaluated by Consequentialist' conceptions of 'right' and 'good', and the
moral value of virtue and vice.
The conflict between aesthetic value and moral value in design object :
1) The conflict between the aesthetic quality of design object, which is related to the
use of material, and the environmental protection issues.
2) The conflict between the aesthetic quality of design object, which is aimed at
enhancing consumers' habit of enjoying novelty and the pleasure of sensation, and
the development of green design and substainable design.
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6.1: The concept of ‘right’, ‘good’ and the value of pleasure in moral conceptions
Before investigating on how moral issues are related to the appropriateness in design,
it is necessary to clarify by what criteria we can evaluate a human action or behavior is
morally right or wrong. The notion ‘morally appropriate’ means the rightness,
properness and correctness of human action and behavior.384 The meaning of ‘right’ in
moral theories is important for us to understand the notion of ‘morally appropriate’.
The relations between the moral properties of goodness, rightness, and virtue are
explored by moral theories.385 Different theories have different ways to understand
these relations. Thomas Hurka states ‘Consequentialist theories take goodness to be
explanatorily prior to rightness. … Deontological theories treat rightness as at least
partly independent of goodness. …Virtue ethics is proposed as a fundamental
alternative to consequentialism and deontology. One view defines virtue as a
disposition to produce what is otherwise good or to do what is otherwise right.’386
Design objects relate to moral issues can be in three different ways: the intention of a
designer’s artistic act, the benefit or disaster brought by the object’s function, and the
benefit or disaster brought by the object’s impact on human life and environment. As
mentioned in chapter 5.1, the intention of a designer’s artistic act can be a personal
expression, but can also be the result of fulfilling practical requirements. So the
intention of a designer’s artistic act is more difficult to clarify. It will be more promising
to focus on the consequence brought by design objects to human life and environment,
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and therefore consequentialist’s position is more suitable to be applied in the case of
design objects.
According to consequentialist G. E. Moore, the term ‘right’ is generally used to refer to
a certain object, which we all know, there are features associated to this object when
we mean it.387 However, this general usage is not consistent, when it refers to an act it
meant to imply moral value.388 Some people may use ‘right’ in the sense of ‘moral
obligatory’, and some may use it in the sense of ‘morally good’.389 The most deliberate
claim on the definition of ‘right’ is made by Moore.390 He claims ‘To ask what kind of
actions one ought to perform, or what kind of conduct is right, is to ask what kind of
effects such action and conduct will produce. … ‘Right’ does and can mean nothing but
being the cause of a good result, and is thus always identical with ‘useful’. … The
assertion ‘I am morally bound to perform this action’ is identical with the assertion ‘this
action will produce the greatest possible amount of good in the Universe.’ 391 In a
natural extension, one may ask ‘what is the definition of ‘good’ in moral conception’.
Most consequentialists accept Henry Sidgwick’s and Shelly Kagan’s definitions on
goodness.392 Sidgwick says ‘the good is what one would desire if one’s desires ‘were in
harmony with reason’, where reason is a faculty that apprehends ‘ought ’.’393 Kagan
writes ‘to say that from the moral standpoint one outcome is objectively better than
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another, is to say that everyone has a reason to choose the better outcome.’394 Both
views refer to objective reasons. In reality, certain states like knowledge and
achievement are ‘good’ since that can make a person’s life better regardless of how
much he or she enjoys them.395 In the case of design, it is also suitable to apply these
notions to evaluate the benefits or disaster brought by the function and impact of
design object to human life. For example, in the responsible design movement of the
late 1960s to 1970s, one of its directions is to design shelters for the Third World or the
victims of earthquakes. An igloo-sized balloon sprayed with polyurethane foam to form
a temporary shelter was designed in Germany for those made homeless by a Peruvian
earthquake.396
However, the pleasure and ideological idea brought by design object to people is about
a mental state and they may relate to some fundamental values independent from
states of affairs in reality, such as justice and freedom. Some consequentialist’ claims
about goodness are based on mental states. Franz Brentano thinks that goodness is
derived from the correctness or appropriateness of certain emotions. He claims ‘we call
a thing ‘good’ when the love relating to it is correct.’397 Moore thinks that goodness is a
simple and unanalyzable property possessed by some states of affairs.398 He claims ‘a
state’s intrinsic goodness can depend only on its properties, that is, independently of
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any relations to other states.’399 In virtue ethics, Hurka states that virtues are
perfectionist values which play a standard role in the evaluation of actions. 400Values of
virtue and vice identify right actions, and they draw reference from the intrinsic values
of states of affairs.401 Design objects can be used in promoting ideological ideas and
they are morally relevant. For example, in the 1980s there is a rapid growth of the
awareness of environmental protection. ‘Green design’ products, like the health care
products of Body Shop International, raise people’s awareness of the exploitation of
natural resources and the pollution of natural environment caused by noxious
substances.402 These ideas of environmental protection reflect one’s moral disposition
and people support the campaign through buying these products.403
Design object can also bring pleasure to people through its aesthetic function and
practical function. It seems at first sight pleasure is good and pain is bad. William David
Ross states ‘when we say something is good or bad, there is always something
expressed by a that-clause or we can call it a fact.'404 The fact that a sentient being,
which includes human beings and animals, is in a state of pleasure is always good.405 In
the case of animals, the pleasure is always good and the pain is always bad in itself, and
those pleasure and pain have no relation to consequences.406 But when a human being
is feeling a pleasure or pain, it is possible for him to have a pleasure that is undeserved,
such as the pleasure of enjoying child pornography. Then, the pleasure of human being
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is not always good and it also implies a moral disposition of virtue and vice.407 Ross
concludes ‘the pleasures of which we can say without doubt on human beings are the
pleasures that are deserved and either realizations of good moral dispositions or
realizations of neutral capacities, such as the pleasures of the senses.’408 When we
apply these notions to the pleasure brought by design object, we can infer that when it
brings sensual pleasure to people, this pleasure is basically good. When it brings the
pleasure which is a realization of moral disposition, this pleasure is relevant to moral
values of virtue and vice.
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6.2: Situational appropriateness
The previous discussion on the notion of ‘morally appropriate’ of human action and
behavior is based on the accepted norms in our society, which constitute a moral
conception. This is the validity dimension of an ‘appropriate’ action. However, there is
also an application dimension.409 An action has both relations with norm and situation,
which means the intended action and its goals are in a single context with norms as
well as with specific facts of a situation.410 There are two views on how moral reasons
support the judgment of an action. Jonathan Dancy states ‘essentially the generalists
demand sameness in the way in which one and the same consideration functions case
by case.’411 For example, one should be consistent in applying the principle ‘don’t lie’ to
all cases, no matter the people involved are friends or strangers. Particularists suggest
that the consideration should be based on the holism of moral reasons. 412 A feature
that makes one action better can be a flaw of another action. For example, one ought
not to lie, but when a friend has a deadly disease, the depression brought by being told
the truth may possibly cause his health even worse. When the principle ‘don’t lie’ is
overwhelmed by the contrary reason, it is no longer any reason to tell the truth without
considering the particular situation. Klaus Günther claims ‘In moral conflict situations,
we have to interpret our self-understanding and our understanding of the world in
order to discover what is right.’413 One way to achieve a situational appropriate manner
is to clarify and interpret the situation through an understanding of the normative
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claims of tradition.414 This idea assumes the forming of a tradition is consistence and
common beliefs are shared by different traditions.415 But the commonness in traditions
can no longer be accepted, since normative claims of different traditions are
incompatible with each other.416 Günther states ‘What is appropriate is always that
which is valid within the received context. Validity is measured according to degrees of
belonging to a specific context which is a common form of life.’417 When a person has
enough ‘sense of the common’, he is also expected to demonstrate a ‘sense of
community’, moral and civil solidarity. This denotes the judgment of right and wrong
and a concern for the ‘common good’.418 If a morally justified action requires a validity
independent of an existing community, the judgment on appropriateness is
‘subjectivized’ to a judgment of taste, the judgment of right and wrong draws reference
from the approval of others.419 Günther concludes ‘the determination of what is
appropriate loses its inherent reference to validity.’420
When ‘morally appropriate’ refers to the rightness of an action or behavior according
to the ‘common good’ within a social context, its validity is questionable. We can apply
this notion to the appropriateness in Chinese calligraphy, which has been discussed in
chapter 4.2. Chinese calligraphers have to strike a balance between the autonomy of
creativity and the inheritance of artistic tradition, while in Western tradition, the
artistic pursuit treasures individual creativity as a breakthrough of tradition. As
different cultures value different things, it is difficult to evaluate which is better
414
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because the rightness depends on the situated social context of the action. It is possible
that the same thing happens in design, since designing has to concern market needs,
which also includes the concern for the norms and modes of action in a particular social
context. As the validity of situational appropriateness is questionable, it is more
promising to derive the moral value of a human action or behavior from values
independent from an existing community. The intrinsic value of virtue is an ideal
option.
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6.3: ‘Appropriate’ design: a balance of aesthetic value and moral value
Since design objects can be any kind of artifact that serves various kinds of human
needs in everyday life, the impact or consequence brought by them also comes in
various kinds. However, today’s most popular ethical issue of design is social
responsibility.421 ‘Green design’ and ‘sustainable design’ are design concepts developed
from this concern. The background of this issue is due to overwhelming consumerism.
Since the 1980s, consumer-led design in market economy goes beyond the purpose of
serving human needs, but it aims to create and stimulate desires.422 Styling became an
important ingredient to stimulate the desires of purchasing. 423 Modern living also
emphasizes progress and efficiency, which encourages people’s desire for product
improvement or smoother operation. Manufacturers took the opportunity and
developed new product types, for example, an ‘efficient and time-saving egg topper’.
These new products are usually used several times then will properly be thrown away
or never be used again.424 The increasing frequency of product replacement and the
continual updating of style cause the exploitation of natural resources and the
pollution caused by deposited products.425 In the late 1980s, there is a rapid growth of
‘green consumers’ among middle classes who demand ‘planet friendly’ products.426
‘Green design’ aims to take away the potential threat that industrial products pose to
the environment, for example, by using natural harmless materials, avoiding animal
testing and minimizing the package.427 A more advanced notion is ‘sustainable design’,
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which aims to prolong the life cycle of product or material before disposal, for
example, by reusing the disposed product or its parts for other purposes, recovering
the component materials and energy of the disposed product and exploring additional
value of a product so as to prolong its life cycle.428 However ‘green designs’ are not
welcomed by the majority of consumers. Today consumers of age under thirties are
still fascinated by the trumpeted values of self-achievement and visible
consumption.429 Personal and career developments are their major concerns.430 They
expect products to bring them either a financial incentive or a personal reward for their
‘smart’ choice. They will not buy an ozone-friendly hairspray, for example, for ethical or
ecological reasons.431
One obvious case in design about the conflict between aesthetic value and moral value
is the WOBO (world bottle) project. In 1960, Alfred Heineken (the owner of the
Heineken Brewery) visited the island of Curaçao in the Caribbean Sea. He found the
local housing was poorly constructed and the environment was polluted by rubbish
which included the bottles of Heineken.432 He then conceived the idea of redesigning
the bottle so that it can be reused as a house brick when empty. The bottle can become
a cheap and efficient building material for the impoverished community.433
Unfortunately, the ‘building brick’ bottle design was opposed and abandoned by the
marketing people of Heineken. As shown in Figure 27, the design (a long-necked bottle
with grooves in its side so that it can receive the necks of other bottles) was criticized
as being too ‘effeminate’ and without the ‘appropriate’ connotations of masculinity
428
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and ruggedness. The marketing people thought that the new design may cause the
decline of sales.434 We can find that because of ethical reasons the bottle form was
redesigned to perform the function of a building brick. For the social responsible and
environmental protection reasons, the new bottle design appropriately fulfils the
function of a container and a new function of a building brick, which is very ideal in
reducing pollution and contributing to impoverished community. And it can maintain a
balance of functional value and moral value. However, the design is in conflict with the
aesthetic function of design object that it cannot bring aesthetic delight to targeted
consumers. There is an expectation on the part of consumers regarding the aesthetic
quality of the bottle form, namely, it should give a sense of masculinity. Therefore the
‘building brick’ design is not an ‘appropriate’ design, in the sense that it cannot
maintain a balance between aesthetic value and moral value.
The ‘building brick’ design also reflects moral values of human behavior and action. In
virtue ethical terms, Heineken’s concern is for proportional justice. Hurka states
‘Proportional justice is a form of distributive justice, concerned with dividing one’s
concern between people. And it has as one aspect balancing one’s own and other’s
good so as to give each an appropriate weight, avoiding both selfishness and selfabnegation.’435 Heineken recognized it is unjust when his company can gain a large
amount of profit, but the impoverished community has to suffer environmental
pollution brought about by the deposited bottle. He did not cease the production of
beer, as it is also unjust to the laborers of his company, who would lose their jobs. The
WOBO project is an effective way to reduce pollution, compensate the community, and
434
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also maintain his business. On a consequentialist conception of ‘rightness’, Heineken’s
act is proper and correct since he intended to produce the greatest possible amount of
good to people, and his desire for ‘goodness’ to others is in harmony with reason, since
his company is responsible for the environmental pollution.

Not just disposed products are harmful to our environment. The use of materials and
the production process of consumer products also cause pollution. For example,
graphic designers prefer to use high-grade bleach paper for printing because the
aesthetic quality is perfect. But the use of this kind of paper requires that great
numbers of trees are being felled and the bleaching process of paper production also
causes water pollution. To maintain a better aesthetic result by using a more ideal
quality of material, many designers prefer to neglect the issue of environmental
protection. This is the impact of design objects that brings disasters to our living
environment. However, the aesthetic pursuit of consumer-led design also infected the
design of objects in other more specialized areas such as medical equipment. Victor
Papanek claims that many medical instruments are over-designed.436 A simpler and less
sophisticated design is better because it would be more adaptable and cheaper to
produce.437 And the appearance of these equipment are often designed in ‘hi-style
modern’ style with attractive colors.438 Papanek objects that the use of color and form
is the style targeted for fashionable consumers, and there is no careful research on
how a particular design will affect patients psychologically.439 In this case, the design
problem is putting too much emphasis on aesthetic function and neglects the practical
436
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function that serves the end user. It is also morally problematic since the focus of
design is on aesthetic function and because of this pursuit of perfection, the price of
medical equipment is high and fewer patients can receive a better medical treatment.

In addition to the fact that consumer-led design brings disaster to our living
environment, it also promotes superficial values. In The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of
Modern Consumerism (1987), Colin Campbell claims that the act of modern
consumption has shifted from ‘need’ (a state of deprivation) to pleasure (a type of
sensation and a quality of experience).440 The basic needs, for example, clothing for
keeping body warmth, are easy to achieve in affluent modern societies. Consumer-led
products always provide the pleasure of new personal experience and sensations.
These new products promote the habit of enjoying novelty and changing for new
experience.441 The effect that consumer-led design has on people includes the dangers
of materialism and selfishness.442 For example, the watch in modern societies has
become a status object. In pre-consumerist days, people brought watches for the
purpose of telling time. Watches were replaced only when they were broken.
Nowadays, watches became a symbol of conspicuous consumption, for example,
wearing a Rolex is described as a status game of flaunting wealth.443 Another
international brand Swatch promotes the notion of short-lived, replaceable and
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attractive timepiece. And it contributes to a new habit among consumers, namely,
owning two watches: one for the day and one for the evening.444

The social and environmental problems caused by consumer-led design were already
recognized in the late 1980s by designers associations and scholars in design.445 There
are designers who took the social responsibility and committed themselves to reducing
the harmful effects brought about by design products. But the common problem they
faced is that their moral concerns always conflicted with the aesthetic function, which
is an important factor that contributes the sale of products. Their campaigns usually
cannot gain the support from other commercial designers, manufacturers and
investors. Many projects are supported by government funds and cannot be selfsustainable for a long period of time. For example, AWARE (the Association of
Woodusers Against Rainforest Exploitation) found by designer Chris Cox in the 1980s
advocates the use of sustainable tropical timber in interior design and furniture.446
AWARE gave guidance to differentiate between timber from sustainably managed and
non-sustainably managed plantations, and hoped that this would help designers to
choose a more environmentally friendly material. But the price of timber is higher in
sustainably managed plantations and so the support and donation of timber
distributors was needed to continue the project. Unfortunately, the use of hardwoods
in interior design became fashionable in the 1980s, and the use of hardwoods was in a
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steady growth in furniture design, interior design of offices, restaurants and hotels.
AWARE’s campaign is hardly considered among designers and retailers.447

However, in the late 1990s there was a new direction in sustainable design that centers
on the notions of ‘design for all’, ‘socially useful design’ and ‘trans-generational
design’.448 These notions are meant to encourage designers to design better quality
products, which can serve the needs of people of different age groups and with
differing needs and abilities.449 The concept of universal design has been promoted as
an ideal design approach for sustainable design products. Roger Coleman claims
‘Universal design is best described as a methodology that maximizes the number of
people who can use a building, a product or other object, and attempts to reduce the
need for separate accessible or adaptive design solutions.’450 In order to reduce the
quantity of disposed product, the life cycle of a product can be prolonged when it can
be used by different generations. Universal designs for this purpose usually employ the
knowledge of ergonomics.451 For example, product design often target for fit and young
people. But for elderly people, the handles are sometimes too styled to grip easily and
the typefaces are too small to read.452 The concern of the abilities and activities of
elderly and disabled people are neglected by designers and manufacturers. One
example of a successful universal design on this problem is Good Grip kitchen tools
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designed by Smart Design of New York453 (Figure 28). It was designed to be easy and
comfortable to hold. The large diameter handles, which is made of non-skip
Santoprene rubber, is the key feature to achieve this goal. The form of the handle
distributes the gripping force and gives better leverage in use. The amount of hand
strength normally required is minimized, together with the cushioned grip, it is
comfortable for everyone to use.454

In particular, Scandinavian design, which developed from Bauhaus design principles but
with additional humanistic concerns, is commercially successful in socially useful
products.455 For example, Lego is one of the most imaginative and flexible toys for
children.456 Scandinavian design, especially in furniture design, has traditional values
and ideas about comfort. It commits to the democratic ideal that design is not the
privilege of the rich, but available to majority.457 For example, the Ant chair (Figure 5)
designed by Danish designer Arne Jacobsen in 1955 is a universal design that uses a
triangle as the basic form. But the edges were rounded and two triangular surfaces
were bent in curved form so as to fit in the sitting gesture of human body and to
provide comfort. When we compare it with Ludwig Mies van der Rode’s cantilevered
tubular steel armchair of Bauhaus design in the 1920s (Figure 4) , we can find that
these two chairs are examples of universal design but the Ant chair is more
comfortable as the design has taken ergonomics into account.
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We can find that aesthetic function is an important factor that contributes to the
success of a design object in the consumer market. When a moral concern like social
responsibility or environmental protection is involved in a design, these moral aims
often conflict with aesthetic function. It will either increase the cost or reduce the sale,
which means moral aims cannot be accepted by manufacturers as a factor to be
considered in the design process. In this situation, we need to consider the application
dimension of an appropriate moral action. It is clear that when socially responsible
design violates the goal of profit-making, the design is not acceptable and probably will
not be produced. A situational appropriate action is to consider the essential aspect of
the situation.458 In this case, designers have to search another way of overcoming
certain limitations so as to achieve a socially responsible design. Universal design is an
ideal methodology for designers to make a compromise and still achieve an
‘appropriate’ design that balances aesthetic value and moral value. This approach is not
an attempt to diminish any aesthetic quality of a design. After all, it is an approach that
follows the system of profit-making in the business world. It can achieve a sustainable
design through a true understanding of human needs, which can serve a wide range of
age groups, fulfill this need through a practical function, and integrate this function
with the artistic form. A successful universal design object can be sustainable and
reduce the frequency of product replacement. Since its style of simplicity can easily fit
in different occasions and tastes of different generations. The life cycle of design
objects can then be prolonged. For example, the Componibili round storage module
(Figure 25) is a design of the 1960s, but it could still easily match with other modern
furniture. This is why this kind of design will be continually produced for decades. In
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sum, universal design can achieve an ‘appropriate’ design and maintain a balance of
aesthetic value, functional value and moral value.
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Chapter 7: The difference between art objects and design objects: aesthetic function,
cognitive value and historical value
As mentioned in chapter 5.4, the quality of an appropriate design includes the balance
of form, content and function. When we understand how appropriately the artistic
form articulates the content and how suitable the artistic form is designed to balance
the aesthetic function and practical function, this understanding contribute to aesthetic
pleasure and the experience is aesthetically valuable. In industrial design, the
functional design usually serves a utilitarian aim. For example, the Drop teapot’s
practical function is to hold a liquid and the Ant chair’s practical function is to support
the human body in a sitting gesture. However, in the case of graphic design, the visual
form not only provides aesthetic delight but also serves a practical function – visual
communication. Design objects such as maps, timetables and various sorts of signage
have the practical function of communicating ideas.459 The Swiss grid in graphic design
is an example of perceptual design that can provide aesthetic delight, improve clarity
and suggest the sequence in reading. The case of graphic design indicates that
perceptual design can also serve a practical function.
When the perceptual design serves both an aesthetic function and a practical function,
then what is the relation between these two functions? This also leads to another
question. The appropriateness in balancing form and content can be found in both
design objects and works of fine art. But only in the case of design can there be an
appropriate relation between form, content and practical function. Does the practical
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function in perceptual design also exist in works of fine art? If not, what is its function?
Can the difference in terms of function between them contribute to our further
understanding of the difference between art objects and design objects?
As discussed in chapter 3.2, the use of geometric forms and primary colors in Bauhaus
design was heavily influenced by the geometric abstraction of modern Western art. The
design methods of graphic design also applied the principles of Bauhaus design. In
terms of visual features (geometric forms), graphic design shares certain features with
the art of geometric abstraction. The investigation of the difference and similarity
between graphic design and visual art is useful for us to understand the relation
between different functions in a perceptual design and the difference between art
objects and design objects. For the investigation, the Swiss grid and the paintings of a
Hong Kong artist Wucius Wong are used as case studies.
One may ask the grid is also the significant feature of Mondrian’s art which is one of
the inspirations of Bauhaus design. Why the works of Wucius Wong is more suitable to
be compared with the Swiss grid? The main reason is that Wong intends to use the grid
as an overall structure to organize the subjects in the paintings, which is similar to the
function of the Swiss grid. These two cases show that a practical function of a
perceptual design can be found both in art object and design object.
In the case of Mondrian, the grid represents a visual content and has no relation to a
practical function. Mondrian wants to illustrate the underlying eternal structure of
existence in universal reality.460 The horizontal and vertical lines which form the grid
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represent two primary directions which he thinks are the purest form.461 Therefore the
notion of using the grid as a structure to organize subjects in a canvas frame is not what
Mondrian wants to express. It is not relevant to the analysis of the practical function of
the grid.
Wong’s painting is a more appropriate option. Besides the Swiss grid and Wong’s
paintings share the same significant visual feature (grid) and the use of the grid in both
of them expresses a similar visual content, namely rationality, they also share the same
practical function, which is suitable for the analysis of the practical function of
perceptual design.
Diagram 5 shows how the case of graphic design raises the problems of the argument
‘the balance of aesthetic value and functional value in design objects’, and the
solutions of this problem through the analysis of the difference between art objects
and design objects (the case studies of Wucius Wong’s paintings and the Swiss Grid).
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Diagram 5: Problem and solution of the argument ‘the balance of aesthetic value and
functional value in design objects’.

The balance of aesthetic value and functional value in design
objects.

Dilworth: There are two different categories of design types:
perceptual design and functional design.
Problem 1: In the case of graphic design, the visual form is an
integration of two design types. The relation of aesthetic
function and practical function of a perceptual design is unclear.

Problem 2: It is possible for a work of fine art and a graphic
design share similar visual form, content and aesthetic quality. If
a work of fine art also serves an aesthetic function and a
practical function as a graphic design, then what is the
difference in terms of the relation of different functions
between art objects and design objects?

Solution to the problems is to find out the difference between
art objects and design objects:
1) The overall value of art,
2) The historical narrative linking later works to earlier ones,
3) The cognitve value of art.
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7.1: The comparison of the Swiss grid and Wucius Wong’s paintings: the formation of
visual feature and content
Swiss grid:
The Swiss grid is a representative style of universal design in graphic design.462 The
development of Swiss grid was influenced by abstract paintings, the international style
in architecture and the operational nature of the letterpress printing machine. In a
printer machine (Figure 29), type metal and case are arranged in the framework
formed by horizontal lines and vertical columns.463 Type and spacing material have to
be designed within a rectangular frame, and typography (Figure 30) was developed as
modular for letterpress printing.464 The constraint from machinery production is one
initial factor that influenced the development of the Swiss grid.
Modern abstract paintings and architecture are the inspirations for the visual form and
content of the Swiss grid. The grid is the significant visual feature of Mondrian’s
paintings. The art of Mondrian (Figure 31) can best represent the style - geometric
abstraction - of De Stijl in Western modern art. In Switzerland, there were exhibitions
of Mondrian’s art in the 1940s and 1950s.465 Together with the popularity of Concrete
art (Figure 32), Swiss graphic designers consciously responded to the trend of
geometric abstraction.466 Posters, book covers and catalogues of cultural events reflect
the immediate influence of modern art on graphic design, for example, the concert
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poster of Müller-Brockmann (Figure 33). The original idea of using the grid structure in
graphic design is from Brockmann. He was influenced by the Concrete artists. For
Concrete artists, the primary mission in art and architecture is the creation of flexible
modular systems in order to reflect the law of construction of the era.467 The modular
unit can be defined through the use of mathematics to determine the sizes and
proportions.468 There are simple relationships between these units. Through the
repetition and combination of the standard units, artist can create infinite flexibility. 469
Concrete art is a pictorial expression of a synthesis of mathematical logic.470 Brockmann
applied the concept of Concrete artists in his concert poster design. Later, he found
that it can be applied to the design of a book page.471 He then changed the module –
circle to a new form – square, developed it into a grid and used it as the design of a
page. For example, he employed the grid structure in the design of the catalogue cover
of a design exhibition in 1957 (Figure 34). Besides Brockmann, we can also find grid
structures in the designs of other Swiss graphic designers, like Max Bill, Karl Gerstner
and Marcel Wyss.472 The Swiss grid reflects the influence of geometric abstract art on
graphic design.
Another influence on the formation of Swiss grid is from modern architecture. In 1929,
the first volume of Le Corbusier’s Oeuvre complète was published. Zürich had become a
centre for publications on the Modern Movement in architecture. The Modulor, a
system of arithmetical ratio, devised by Le Corbusier (Figure 35) not only attracted
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architects but also heavily influenced young graphic designers.473 Swiss designers drew
reference to the Modular and applied it in designing the division of a page, the printed
area, and the margins.474 The application of arithmetical ratios in the division of a page
can be found in Swiss graphic design. For example, the grid of Brockmann’s catalogue
cover design is a 3x3 grid with nine squares of three across and three down. This
regularity of grid was further elaborated into 4x4 grid and other more complicated
versions.475 But the function is more or less the same, which is to organize the images
and texts on a page in a systematic manner. The clarity and readability can also be
improved, like the three column text page is excellent to deal with three-language
publications (German, French and Italian) in Switzerland.476 As shown in Figure 36,
typographer Emil Ruder demonstrated how a 3x3 grid can arrange texts and images in
twenty-four different ways. The grid structure is an effective tool and a system which
can organize images and texts of a page, and give regularity and unity to the graphic
design of a whole book.
The formation of the visual form and content of Swiss grid is complicated. The
influence from geometric abstract art is a cultural aspect. Swiss designers were situated
in the cultural context of modernism. The grid is a visual expression of rationality - the
spirit of the era. However, the formation of the Swiss grid and its later development in
page design are also due to the fact that it can contribute to the practical function and
fit into a mechanical printing process. For example, Brockmann found that the grid
structure is useful in organizing the texts and images in a page and the Swiss designers
473
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adapted the concept of Modular because it can make related divisions of the printed
sheet. Graphic designers fully utilized the potential of the grid as a tool in organizing
visual elements and suggesting a reading sequence in the design of a page.
The art of Wucius Wong:
For a detailed investigation on Wong’s paintings, I had an interview with Wong on 23th
February, 2011. The focus of the conversation is on the relation of geometric forms to
his art.
The formation of the visual content (rationality) of the grid in Wong’s paintings is the
development of his personal thoughts and vision in art. Wong was born in mainland
China in 1936. He grew up and received secondary school education in Hong Kong.477
He described the cultural influence on him in this period as being neither Chinese nor
Western. He described himself as a wanderer that was separated from his own country
- China, confined in a colonial city and could not go abroad to know about other
cultures. But he has a particular interest in traditional Chinese literature of the Tang
and Song Dynasty as well as literature of the West, especially the works of T. S. Eliot
(1888-1965). He admires the rules and forms in classical poetic composition, like the
tone pattern and rhyme scheme. By that time, he realized his inclination to rational
thinking.
Wong first decided to be a poet but later he developed his interest in painting. After a
few years as a self-taught painter, he became the private student of Lu Shoukun. Lu is
an artist who painted in a more traditional manner of Chinese ink painting in his early
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years, but later developed an abstract style – Zen painting.478 Wong explained that he
has particular interests in lines and structural forms, like rectangular blocks, and he
experimented with these features in his works (Figure 37 and Figure 38). He admitted
that he was more interested to be the student of Kwong Yeuting, a Chinese artist who
studied and practiced Western art, and he wanted to learn about Cubism from Kwong.
But finally he chose Lu, as he also wanted to gain some knowledge and training in
Chinese ink painting. Wong explained that as an artist he is quite different from Lu.
From his observation, artists have three kinds of inclination: emotionally expressive,
enthusiastic in artistic technique and ideologically thoughtful. He thinks that Lu’s art is
emotionally expressive, but he wants to express both rationality and feelings in his art.
Wong states that literature is his heart and design is his eyes. He claims that he learned
the drawing technique in Chinese ink painting from Lu, but in terms of thoughts and
ideas, he intentionally avoided following Lu’s path. He thinks that to modernize
traditional Chinese ink painting, there should be complete changes. His focus is on the
structure of painting. He compared a painting to the analogy of a human body: to
change the flesh and bones but to preserve the mind and soul. The structure of a
painting’s composition is like bones in human body, it holds the subject matters
together and avoids scatter. This understanding of Wong further directs him to develop
the direction of his art, which is to draw a connection between design and Chinese
landscape painting through the notion of ‘visual rational order’.
Wong explains that as teaching design is a part of his life for twenty years, it is
unavoidable that influences from design are being reflected in his art. When he studied
478
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design courses in the United States, he very much admired Bauhaus design. He thinks
that design has a quality, he called, ‘visual rational order’. He claims that design is a
conception that can contribute a rational understanding of the relation of visual
elements in a two-dimensional plane.
Wong also discovered this rational sense exists in many painters’ minds. He explains,
during the process of drawing, even an artist intends to express emotional feeling,
which is more intuitive, the artist still has a consciousness on the clarity of different
positions on canvas, like top and bottom, left and right, and centre and margin. He
discovered that in many masters’ landscape paintings of both Chinese ink paintings and
Western oil paintings, he can always find repeated horizontal, vertical, curve, and
diagonal lines, and repeated units like mountains and rocks. From Wong’s
interpretation, even in Turner’s painting Snowstorm of 1842 (Figure 39), he could find
the outline shapes of clouds are repeated spiral lines, which directs the viewer’s eye
movement moves from border towards the centre of canvas.
As Wong is greatly inspired by Fan Kuan’s Travelers Among Mountains and Streams
(1254-1322 A.D.) (Figure 40)479, he has a similar interpretation on Fan Kuan’s painting
as on Turner’s. As a painter, his understanding of the composition and arrangement of
visual elements in Travelers Among Mountains and Streams is different from the
understanding of art historians. In Wen Fong’s analysis, Fan Kuan employed a common
practice in the Chinese landscape tradition: the integration of what is known as the
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‘three distance perspectives’.480 These perspectives form the composition of the overall
painting. Each perspective has its own suggested viewpoint, from looking upwards in
high distance to looking into a subject in deep distance, and looking the subject in level
distance.481 The viewer has to use his imagination in shifting the viewpoint from one
perspective to another, and this act constitutes a kind of imaginative mind traveling
within the space in the painting. Therefore the great landscape of the painting does not
represent an actual view of nature but a conceptual vision of the macrocosmic
universe.482 Wong thinks this view is a preliminary observation on the painting. He also
has a more detailed explanation on offer. He explains, for example, that there are
hidden parallel horizontal lines in the monumental mountains on top. The landscape at
the bottom was divided by a zip-zap implied line. He points out that what contributes
to aesthetic pleasure is the viewer’s eye movement following this zip-zap line and going
deeper and deeper into the imaginative three-dimensional space of the landscape.
Bushes and rocks within this path have different color tones. Bushes are darker and
rocks are lighter. When they line up together in a zip-zap line, it forms a visual effect of
rhythm and meter, just like a piece of music. This visual experience also contributes to
the sense of movement and Wong says this aesthetic quality is related to the Chinese
ink painting concept of ‘Qi’ (the vital breath of natural things) which forms the sense of
movement.
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He states, this kind of implied lines has many forms, which included ‘c’ shape, ‘s’ shape,
zip-zap shape and triangular shape. They direct the viewer’s eye movement across the
surface of a painting but the directions always go back into the canvas and not out of it.
Through this journey in the imaginative space of the painting, the viewer can gain
endless enjoyment. Wong claims that he is quite aware of this relation of structural
lines and the imaginative space in painting. His approach is more or less the same as
other painters but he just did it in a way that looks more obvious, which is the grid
structure. He also states that geometric forms and structural lines can be found in all
his paintings.
Wong explains how the notion of rationality is expressed by the grid structure in his
paintings. He claims that whenever a painter wants to draw something, he will start
with a unit (a subject). The act of putting it on the plane of the canvas, he describes as
‘fitting in’. As mentioned before, Wong thinks that painters have a consciousness of the
canvas’ frame and the position of every space within the canvas, every act of ‘fitting in’
is related to this consciousness. His approach is to identify the different locations on
the canvas plane in a rational manner, which is to put a grid on it. The grid is a structure
covering the whole painting, which helps to identify every location on the canvas. He
‘fitted in’ the subject on the canvas plane with a sense of order given by the grid. The
grid is a visual expression of rational order in his paintings.
Wong illustrates this approach by means of an example: Agitated Water No. 9 (Figure
41). In this painting each diamond shaped landscape image is a basic unit and Wong
elaborated this basic unit into a series of other units with different textures. He then
‘fitted’ them together into a grid structure to construct the whole painting. This
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arrangement of basic units in a two-dimensional plane can also be found in Wong’s
design methodologies.
In 1965, Wong started to teach art and design at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong.483 He said that by that time it was difficult to find books on design methodology
as teaching guide. He then developed his own design methodologies. His approach is
first to use a subject as a basic unit and duplicate this unit to construct the whole
design through the concepts of repetition, gradation and similarity. But the duplication
of units is within the framework of a geometric structure. As shown in Figure 42, Wong
used different geometric forms as basic units and duplicated them to form different
structures.
Wong explains, although the basic units are regulated in a geometric structure, but in
employing the concepts of repetition, gradation and similarity, a designer can explore
different possibilities and the design can be creative and unique. In Figure 43, Wong
demonstrated how to create different visual effects through the concepts of repetition,
gradation and similarity. We can also find this approach in his paintings, for example in
Cloud Harmony No. 1 (Figure 44) and Distant Thoughts No.11 (Figure 45). The basic
units (landscape) were ‘fitted’ together within a grid structure. Although in terms of the
outline shape (square), the landscape blocks are being repeated. But Wong has also
applied the concepts of gradation and similarity in the textures of these landscape
blocks, which created an interesting variety in the painting.
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The formation of the visual form (grid) and content (rationality) in Wong’s painting is
very different from the Swiss grid. It is about the artist’s personal point of view and the
development of his virtuosity. Wong’s purpose in using the grid and other geometric
structures in his paintings is to provide aesthetic pleasure to the viewer, and bears no
relation to any concern for functional aspects. Wong personally has an inclination to
rational thinking, and he has a particular interest in lines and structures. As a Chinese
painter, he has a desire to modernize traditional Chinese ink painting. As he had an
opportunity to learn about design, he adopted and developed the characteristic ‘visual
rational order’ of design in his creation and exploration of revolutionizing Chinese ink
painting. As he discovered how other landscape painters applied hidden structural lines
to direct the viewer’s eye movement which can contribute aesthetic pleasure and
interest during appreciation, he applied this approach in his works by using the grid
structure. On one hand, Wong thinks that the grid is an appropriate form to articulate
the notion of rationality. On the other hand, he thinks that the grid structure functions
well in giving a direction to the viewer’s eye movement. In following the directions
provided by the grid, the viewer can appreciate the details of the painting from the
edges to centre or from one part to another. This can give rise to an aesthetic pleasure,
as mentioned by Scruton that rational beings have the habit of removing
redundancies.484 We strive for the right or appropriate arrangement, and this
arrangement has to do with the way things look.485 The grid can contribute the sense of
order in appreciation and this can fulfill our expectation of an appropriate arrangement
of the way things look.
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7.2: Comparison of the Swiss grid and Wucius Wong’s paintings: the function of the grid
In Wong’s painting Cloud Harmony No. 1 (Figure 44), the grid is a structure that
imposes a ‘visual rational order’ on the painting. In the upper part of Cloud Harmony
No. 1, there are regular curve lines in the textures of the four landscape blocks. These
lines draw the viewer’s attention to the centre of these blocks. By contrast, the four
landscape blocks at the bottom can be viewed as one mountain, with an implied grid
structure across its surface. The upper part and lower part of this painting result from
two different approaches, and visually they are incoherent with each other. However,
the grid structure can resolve the visual incoherence of these two parts. Since each
landscape block is a basic unit (square), and these eight basic units form and belong to
the same grid structure. In the grid, they are balanced, symmetric and harmonious. This
phenomenon of incoherence and unity in the painting also reflects Wong’s central
theme of his art: the integration of East and West. Wong thinks that the traditional
Chinese paintings are less logical and more intuitive.486 He admires the kind of
systematic visual thinking of Bauhaus design and the visual logic of geometric form
which seemed lacking in Chinese art.487 He wants to integrate these two different
themes in his paintings.488 The purpose of Wong in using of the grid structure is to
resolve the incoherence and enhance the sense of unity in his painting.
When we compare Cloud Harmony No. 1 with Brockmann’s catalogue cover design
(Figure 33). The grid in both works can improve the clarity and contribute the sense of
order and unity. Brockmann appropriately integrated the letters’ forms and the grid
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structure. He minimized the letter’s forms into thin lines instead of a massive form. He
then adjusted the position of the letters’ vertical and horizontal lines to fit into the grid
structure. The grid structure is hidden but revealed by the letters’ form. Although the
letters are a bit deformed, each letter can still be clearly recognized.
However, the nine letters in the grid are the first letters of the names of the designers
who participated in the exhibition, and this information is for the communicative
purpose of this graphic design. Brockmann’s design effort of integrating the letters’
form and the grid can contribute to the aesthetic quality of this work. But the nine
letters are the subjects of this work and the grid functions as a tool to give a sense of
order to the nine letters and the whole work. The aesthetic function of the grid related
to the practical function of these nine letters. Although the grid has an aesthetic
function, it is also used for the purpose of serving a practical function.
The main difference between Brockmann’s catalogue design and Cloud Harmony No.1
lies in the natures of the subjects. The grids in both works can contribute to the
aesthetic function. In Cloud Harmony No.1, the subjects are the landscape blocks which
constitute the whole painting. Wong expresses the notion of harmony through the
painting, and the viewer may understand his expression through contemplation and
gain an aesthetic experience. Therefore the landscape blocks are created for the
aesthetic aim and the aesthetic function of the grid is the supreme function. In
Brockmann’s catalogue design, the subjects are the nine letters. They stand for the
content of the catalogue and so serve the communicative purpose. Therefore the
aesthetic function of the grid in Brockmann’s catalogue design is subordinate to a nonaesthetic aim.
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The difference of the ultimate aims of the use of grid in both works points to one of the
differences between art objects and design objects. Although in both works the grids
have an aesthetic function in that they create a sense of order and unity, in Cloud
Harmony No.1 the aesthetic function of the grid is its ultimate function, while in
Brockmann’s catalogue design, the aesthetic function of the grid is subordinate to a
non-aesthetic aim.
It is possible for an art object and a design object to possess the same aesthetic
function and aesthetic value. However, a work can have many valuable features which
contribute to its value. Some features are straightforward means to others and some
features are parts contributing to another valuable feature as a whole.489 In this
circumstance, how to determine the value of a work? Stecker suggests that it is best to
think of this question as the overall value of a work.490 What is the difference between
art objects and design objects in terms of the overall value? The question is about
whether the overall value of the work is intrinsic or instrumental.491 The intrinsic value
of something is whatever value the object has in itself.492 Instrumental value refers to
the value that the object has as a means or a contribution to some other thing that is
valued as end.493 This distinction indicates one of the differences between art objects
and design objects.
The overall value of the art object: Cloud Harmony No.1 is that it offers the aesthetic
experience which is derived from the aesthetic properties of the work. This value
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cannot be separated from the work, and is in the work itself. Therefore, it is a kind of
intrinsic value. The overall value of Brockmamm’s catalogue cover, a design object,
derives from how well it serves the communicative function. Even the grid itself has an
aesthetic function, it is still a means to achieving the practical goal, which is a kind of
instrumental value.
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7.3: Cognitive value and Historical value in art objects and design objects
The comparison of Wong’s paintings and the Swiss grid indicates that although a work
of fine art and a design object can both have an aesthetic function, the reasons why
they have this function are different. Whereas design objects serve aesthetic aim and
non-aesthetic aims, works of fine art, like Wong’s paintings, serve aesthetic aim only.
This difference also relates to Dilworth’s notion (the identification of art objects and
design objects through the concept of intention) that, in most cases, an artist can have
a complete freedom of decision on how the work should be made. The intention of an
artist on the decisions on how the work should be can therefore be reflected in the
features of the physical result.494 In the case of design, a visual feature can be an
expression of an artistic feeling but can also be a result of accepting many parameters,
for example, the constraint from a practical function.495 When the intention in making
an artifact is to achieve a practical goal, the maker may not have a complete freedom
of decision regarding how the work should be made. For example, in the case of
Brockmann’s catalogue design, the nine letters represent the names of the designers
who participated in the exhibition, and this information is for the communicative
purpose of the work. Therefore, the catalogue cover design is not 100 percent a result
of Brockmann’s artistic intention.
The visual feature and content of a work of fine art and a design object can be the
same, and the aesthetic function of the works can also be the same, but the intentions
of making them are different. However, it is also possible to have a case in which the
intention of making and the practical function of an artifact cannot be identified. It
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then seems impossible to identify the artifact as an art object or a design object.
However, although art objects and design objects can be similar in respect of aesthetic
qualities, there are other non-perceivable qualities which can indicate the difference
between art objects and design objects.
Works of art are one of the things that contribute significant value to culture. To define
the value of art in an essential or defining property of art is an essentialist approach.496
As mentioned in chapter 5, if a work has valuable aesthetic properties, or provides
valuable experience to those who understand it, this is more likely to contribute to a
work’s artistic value.497 However, we cannot explain why art or a form of art, such as
literature, can be defined in terms of one particular value.498 A pluralist or nonessentialist may question that is it possible for art to possess non-aesthetic value as art.
There are three possible suggestions: the value of emotional response, the cognitive
value of art and the historical value of art.499 As the emotion response aroused by the
quality of the visual elements of a work can both be found in art objects and design
objects. In order to investigate the difference between art objects and design objects,
the focus will be on the cognitive value of art and the historical value of art.
Stecker concludes the various ideas of cognitive value of art ‘there are intellectual
benefits in offering to the imagination vivid and detailed conceptions that are obviously
tied up with, but go beyond, the experience of the work.’500 As Robin George
Collingwood suggests ‘not only may one imaginatively experience a visual world
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represented in painting, but through that, one may come to see the actual world
presented to vision in new ways; not only may one imaginatively experience a fictional
world of human beings, living under psychological, social, economic conditions, in
which certain values hold, but one may then try out such conceptions in the real
world.’501 The cognitive value of Wong’s art could consist in its offering a new way of
appreciating landscape painting. From Wong’s view, how to draw an image on the two
dimensional plane of the canvas represents an imaginative act of locating a subject in
the three dimensional space inside the canvas, and this has to be rational. The exact
location of every subject in the painting can be identified through the use of grid.
Artists may consciously or unconsciously draw hidden structure or lines as guidance for
the viewer’s eye movement to follow, which can direct the viewer’s vision traveling
around the imaginative space in the painting. Wong’s paintings teach us a new way to
appreciate landscape paintings, and we can apply this understanding to appreciate
other paintings, which may contribute to our aesthetic experience.
Moreover, Arthur Danto also claims ‘for something to be a work of art, it is necessary
both for it to be about something and for some attitude or point of view to be
expressed towards what it is about.’502 In Wong’s painting, structural forms and hidden
directional lines are his expression of rationality and a point of view in modernizing
traditional Chinese ink painting. In a natural extension, one may ask whether design
objects also possess this cognitive value. In Brockmann’s work, rationality is also the
visual content the work expresses. In this respect, art objects and design objects can be
the same: they can both express conceptions (an attitude or point of view). But there is
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something different in the case of fine art. The attitude or point of view expressed is
personal, it is about the thoughts of an artist, and sometimes it also reflects the social
and cultural influences on the artist’s life. For Wong, ‘visual rational order’ in his
painting reflects the influence of Western design on him. In the case of design, the
conception (attitude or point of view) is the information required to serve the
communicative purpose, which is a function of a graphic design. Brockmann’s
catalogue cover design expresses rationality, the spirit of the era. It may also be the
visual content of the works of other designers who participated in the exhibition.
Therefore the catalogue cover is needed to express this conception, and it may or may
not be Brockmann’s personal point of view. Therefore a design object does not possess
the cognitive value of understanding the designer’s personal conception.
Historical value of art is the value derived from a work’s contribution either to the
development of art, an art form or genre.503 Carroll offers another idea for the
identification of art which is related to the historical value of a work. He states that
works of art can be conceived as a justifiable historical narrative linking later works to
earlier ones.504 He claims ‘art involves not only a relationship between present
practitioners but a relationship with the past. Artmaking and artgoing are connected
with traditions.’505 The historical background of Wong’s art is that starting from the 19 th
Century Chinese artists adopt modern Western artistic pursuits, ideas and concepts
about art in order to reform Chinese art. For decades, many Chinese artists have
experimented with new techniques and adopted new concepts in order to integrate

503

Ibid., 317-318.
Ibid., 318.
505
Noël Carroll, “Art and Interaction,” in Aesthetics Today: A Reader, eds. by Robert Stecker and Ted
Gracyk (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2010), 331.
504

144

Western modern art and traditional Chinese art. Wong inherited this mission of
reforming traditional Chinese ink painting. His central idea of the use of grid is an
attempt to reform the hidden structure of Chinese ink painting, and through this to
impose the idea of ‘visual rational order’ in the painting. David Clark notes ‘Wong’s
adoption of vertical strips, grids and diamond structure to Chinese landscape painting is
completely without precedent.’ 506
As mentioned in chapter 4.2, the appropriateness of Chinese calligraphy is to maintain
a balance between the inheritance of the artistic tradition and the autonomy of
creativity. As an artist of the New Ink Painting movement of the 1970s of Hong Kong,
Wong also wants to reform Chinese ink painting. 507 Does Wong also execute the
notion of appropriateness of Chinese calligraphy in his art? In terms of inheriting the
artistic tradition of Chinese landscape painting, Wong adopts the media and technique
of Chinese landscape painting. However, in terms of concept, Wong preserves his
personal view. As stated by art historians, traditional Chinese landscape painting is not
a naturalistic representation of a real landscape, but is the artist’s conceptual vision of
the macrocosmic universe.508 Wong’s understanding of Chinese landscape painting is
different. He interprets the composition of painting is formed by hidden structural
forms and repeated lines, instead of the three distance perspectives which is the
traditional concept employed by many ancient painters. In contrast, Wong’s conception
of painting is more realistic, he pays attention to two dimensional plane, frame,
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composition, and different locations on the surface of canvas. He states that there is
regularity in the hidden repeated lines in many Chinese landscape paintings which form
the composition, and the hidden lines can also direct the viewer’s eye movement
travelling within the canvas’ frame. We can find that, in terms of concept, Wong
preserves his personal view that the use of structural forms and lines in landscape
paintings is related to an artist’s consciousness of the canvas’ frame. This approach
expresses the notion of rationality, and it is also a new concept which he wants to bring
into and reform traditional Chinese ink painting.
In maintaining an appropriate balance between the inheritance of the artistic tradition
of Chinese landscape painting and the autonomy of creativity, Wong’s application of
the stylistic features of Chinese ink painting are limited to media and techniques, but
he adopts many stylistic features of Western art and modern design, for example, the
lighting effect of Rembrandt van Rijn, the style of Thomas Moran in drawing the mist
and the composition constituted by geometric forms which is an influence from
modern design. Although Wong does not put as much emphasis on the artistic tradition
of Chinese landscape painting as in Western art and modern design, his art shares one
similarity with ancient Chinese landscape paintings: the expression of the truth.
Chinese landscape paintings are also an expression of the truth of nature. Natural
objects such as trees and mountains are not drawn from direct observation, but by
incorporating years of the artist’s understanding and experience of nature. 509 The
forms of natural things in Chinese landscape paintings depict the most common
features of numerous examples and they also represent the forms of natural things
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that follow the law of nature, climate and geography. Therefore, Chinese landscape
paintings express the truth of nature, and are also an expression of rationality.
In addition, Wong’s art reflects the social changes brought by the modernization of
China and Hong Kong, as rationality expressed in his art is also the spirit of the modern
societies. As a modern painter who lives and has grown up in a westernized cultural
environment, Wong maintains the autonomy of creativity in reflecting the cultural
influence on him and his art. His art reflects the distinctive feature of the art of Chinese
artists in the early 20th Century, which is the integration of Western art and Chinese
art.510
Wong’s art is heavily influenced by Western art and modern design, and he puts much
emphasis on the expression of his personal view (rationality). We cannot say that
Wong’s approach is an appropriate balance between the inheritance of the artistic
tradition and the autonomy of creativity, but his art is still a historical narrative linking
of traditional Chinese landscape paintings to the modern ones and is historically
valuable.
In the case of design, Brockmann’s work is part of the development of the Swiss grid.
Inspired by Concrete art, he further developed this conception of geometric form as a
visual expression of the pursuit of mathematic logic. He made use of the characteristic
of the grid – clarity, and transformed it into a function to organize the visual elements
on a page. Brockmann’s work of design contributes to the development of the Swiss
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grid in graphic design.511 His work has a historical value in design history. The historical
value can be justified in the history of design and in the category of design, but it is not
a category of art or an art form. Walton claims, to what category a work belongs
depends, at least in part, on facts that cannot be directly observed, for example, on the
artist’s intentions and expectations, on the mechanical process by which the work was
produced and/or on what categories were established when the work was created.512
Therefore in most cases, a design object does not belong to the category of art or an
art form. However, we cannot exclude a possibility that a work of design inherited a
quality of some previous works of art and contributed to the development of later
works of art, but it would be a rare case.
However, developing Carroll’s idea, we can also find another difference between art
objects and design objects, which is the work can be a historical narrative linking of an
artist’s or a designer’s later work to earlier ones. The grid as a visual feature of Wong’s
painting is also a historical narrative linking of his works in fifty years. It is not only
valuable in contributing our understanding of an artist life history but it also
contributes to our self-knowledge. Wong’s artistic life is a real story, in understanding
how he applied the grid structure and other geometric forms in his paintings at
different stages, one may experience an imaginative life of a painter, how an attitude
or belief penetrates his life and his art, how he struggles for artistic breakthroughs and
how his social and cultural background influence on the direction or development of his
art.
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Cloud Harmony No. 1 (Figure 44) is a painting of the early stage of Wong’s most
distinctive style: the integration of grid structure and Chinese landscape painting. The
grid contributes the sense of unity to the landscape blocks and the whole painting.
Together with the coherence of color tones, Wong portrays the visual content, as
stated by the title, harmony. Besides the grid structure in this painting expresses the
notion of rationality, Wong states, the lines of the rock’s texture were drawn in
regularity and this is also related to the notion of rationality. In Purification No.2 (Figure
45), Wong continued to draw the regular lines in the texture of rocks. We can find
there is a zip-zap shape implied line in the waterfall which can direct viewer’s eye
movement from top to bottom. For the light effect, Wong applied Rembrandt van Rijn’s
distinctive use of light (Figure 46) in drawing the waterfall. For the style of brushstroke
Wong applied Fan Kuan’s rain drop brushstroke in Travelers Among mountains and
Steams (Figure 40).513
However, Wong states that whenever he has completely explored the possibilities of a
style, he will stop and try to search for a breakthrough by adopting new concepts and
ideas from the cultural context which he situated. This is related to his cultural
background. Since he identifies his cultural background as neither Chinese nor Western,
he feels free to adopt any new ideas and elements. But rationality as the central notion
of his art never changes. In 1983, Wong started another stage of development. He
further developed the idea of implied structures and lines in painting. In Mountain
Thoughts No.2 (Figure 47), Wong used a grid structure of diagonal lines in shaping the
mist and mountains. For the visual effect in drawing the mist, he used the style of
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American landscaper painters in the 19th Century, like Thomas Moran (Figure 48). He
explains how, when he was living in the United States in the 1960s, he was inspired by
these paintings. In Mountain Thoughts No.2, the grid is hidden in the outline shape of
mountains and mist, but the form of the grid is still obvious to see and it draws the
viewer’s attention to the surface of the canvas. The grid structure functions as
providing a relation between the subjects and the canvas frame. The mountains belong
to the imaginative three dimensional space inside the painting, and their composition,
which is formed by the grid structure, also belongs to the two dimensional plane of the
canvas. The grid gives a clear indication of every location on the canvas, and the
mountains and clouds are the units of the grid.
In the period of the late 1980s, Wong had another breakthrough. He tried to express
his thoughts and emotions through the integration of geometric structure and
representative image. By that time, he often felt discontented to many things
happening in the world. For example, he thinks the human destruction of the natural
environment should be condemned. He then expressed his view and feeling through a
cross structure which symbolized this wrong. In Distant Thoughts No. 12 (Figure 49), he
intentionally drew a cross structure on a natural landscape. He wanted to create a
conflict between the structure and the landscape, and a sense of movement within the
painting.514 However, Wong also wanted to resolve this conflict a bit by an attempt to
tighten up the relation of two-dimensional plane (canvas) and the imaginative three
dimensional space in the painting (landscape). On the left of this painting, the river is in
a 90 degrees angular shape, the river belongs to the space in the painting and Wong
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altered its shape into a right angle so as to cohere with the cross structure in the two
dimensional plane. Wong states that this approach is similar to Paul Cézanne’s (Figure
51), which is to depict an object from different vantage points, juxtapose the images
together, and form a disjuncture effect in the painting.515 The conflicting relation
between the cross structure and the landscape symbolizes Wong’s discontent with
reality. The function of the grid in his paintings has changed from contributing to a
sense of unity to symbolizing and expressing his thoughts and emotions.
Wong kept on searching for new directions. In the 1990s he found a better way to
integrate the grid structure into the imaginative space in the painting. In Cloud above
Plain No. 1 (Figure 52), Wong used an aerial viewpoint to draw the landscape with a
hidden grid structure. The gaps between mountains are the vertical and horizontal lines
of the grid. We can find that the grid structure is now harmoniously integrated with the
landscape. Wong still used the grid to express his notion of rationality, but he changed
by applying the grid structure to the three dimensional space in the painting instead of
to the two dimensional plane of the canvas. He further explains that the aerial
viewpoint in this series of paintings represents a relation between man and nature. The
person is the viewer or painter who is situated outside the painting. In contemplating
the painting, the natural landscape represents the artist’s conceptual vision of the
macrocosmic universe. The painting represents his heart and soul, he is the painting
and the painting is him. This is Wong’s notion of the relation between man and nature.
Therefore he never draws a figure in the painting, because the figure will give an
indication of the mountains’ sizes and this will limit the viewer’s imagination.
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We can find that the grid structure as a significant visual feature of Wong’s paintings
not only reflects his permanent notion of rationality, but also functions as a historical
narrative linking of his paintings at different stages. The persistence of his notion of
rationality in his art and his attempts to force a breakthrough of his style at every stage
are inspirational for young artists.
A work of art can be conceived as a historical narrative linking an artist’s later works to
earlier ones and it is a part of the continuous development of the artist’s virtuosity. Can
a work of design also be a part of the continuous development of a designer’s virtuosity?
This is related to the difference between art activity and design activity. According to
Collingwood’s account on the art-craft distinction, a critical difference between art and
craft is that art activities are creative, whereas craft activities are not.516 Dilworth
claims ‘design activities are part of a planning or representing phase which is prior to
the actual production of a design.’517 In normal cases, an artist can have a complete
artistic control at every stage of production and a complete freedom of decision on
how the work should be made.518 However, designers cannot have a complete freedom
of decision in design activities, since they have to meet many design parameters, such
cost control and constrains brought by machinery production. A designer’s work cannot
fully reflect the continuous development of his or her virtuosity. The work cannot be
conceived as a part of the continuous development of the designer’s virtuosity. In some
cases, when a famous designer’s signature style has market value, he or she can have
more freedom in the artistic control of a work and we could find traces of his or her
style’s development. However, the designer still has to meet various design parameters
516
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in each case, for example, the use of new materials may bring new technical problem in
production. Therefore, the work of design cannot be conceived as a part of the
continuous development of a designer’s virtuosity.
Let me summarize. In terms of visual feature, content, aesthetic property and aesthetic
value, art objects and design objects may share similarities. In terms of cognitive value,
a design object is the same as an art object that expresses a conception (attitude or
point of view). But in the case of art, the conception expressed is the personal attitude
of an artist. In the case of design, the conception expressed is the information for
communication. It is a function of the design object, which may or may not be the
designer’s personal attitude. Therefore a design object does not possess the cognitive
value of understanding the designer’s personal attitude or point of view.
In terms of historical value, both art objects and design objects can contribute to the
development of later works. But the conception of historical value of art implies the
acceptance of the notion of Walton’s ‘categories of art’.519 Their historical values are
identified into different categories, the category of art and the category of design.
Therefore in most cases, a design object cannot have a historical value of art. However,
if we accept Carroll’s idea that art can be conceived as a justifiable historical narrative
linking later works to earlier ones, then in reviewing the personal history of an artist, a
work of art is effective in reflecting a continuous development of an artist’s virtuosity.
As designer always has to meet a variety of design parameters, a work of design cannot
be conceived as a result of an art-making activity and it cannot reflect a continuous
development of a designer’s virtuosity.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion
When ‘design object’ refers to artifacts we presuppose it serves both an aesthetic
function and a practical function.520 Like works of architecture, design objects have
been described as aiming to strike a balance between firmness, commodity and delight.
Firmness and commodity are non-aesthetic aims, while delight is an aesthetic aim. In
the design process, a designer not only has to maintain a product’s aesthetic function
and practical function, but he or she also has to consider other issues such as moral and
economic issues. The outcome (design solution) is already a complex balance between
numerous factors, and these factors are always changing in different cases. The
problem of balancing various factors is different in each case and the solution has to be
adjusted according to the particular situation. My research suggests that it may be
useful to conceive this balancing of various factors in terms of appropriateness. The
term ‘appropriate’ (‘right’, ‘fitting’ and ‘suitable’) is at least used in two ways.
Sometimes it is used to evaluate an object, such as a building or a part of it. Sometimes
it is used in the sense of ‘morally appropriate’, to express a judgment on human action
and behavior.521
Appropriateness as a quality found in design objects is a balance of aesthetic value and
functional value. In achieving the aesthetic function, a sophisticated manipulation of
the visual form can articulate the content (design theme) appropriately. This can give
rise to aesthetic pleasure in the viewer. The visual form of design object is also a result
of its practical function. Both perceptual design and functional design coexist in one
work. They constrain each other and sometimes conflict with each other. When the
520
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visual form articulates the content in a right way and also compromises with the
limitation brought by the practical function, the outcome is an expression of the
intelligence and creativity of a designer who found a solution in balancing aesthetic and
functional aims. This quality can also be reflected in the visual form of the object. When
a spectator can understand this quality, it gives rise to aesthetic pleasure. This quality
of appropriateness possessed by the design object is aesthetically valuable.
In balancing various factors during the design process, appropriateness in the moral
sense is also an important factor to be considered. In a broad sense, moral issues, like
environmental protection, concern the consequences or impact of design objects on
human life and their living environment. It can bring benefits or disasters to our
societies. In a narrow sense of ‘morally appropriate’, we may conceive artifacts as a
reflection of human action or behavior, and we can evaluate the moral value of these
actions (the making of artifacts). In searching an appropriate solution to the design
problem, a designer not only has to balance the aesthetic function and practical
function, but also is responsible for the possible moral qualities of his actions.
Therefore, appropriateness as a quality found in design object is a balance of aesthetic
value, functional value and moral value.
In fact, this quality of appropriateness can be found in many successful universal
designs. Designers of these designs manipulated geometric forms in a sophisticated
manner. They articulate the visual content (minimalism) in a right way. As the visual
form is simple and basic, the design can easily meet the limitations imposed by the
practical function of the product. Therefore, aesthetic function and practical function
can both perform well in universal design. Furthermore, the relation between details
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and each detail with the whole design possesses an aesthetic quality of harmony and
unity. It can easily match with different living environments of different generations
and is trans-generational.522 It can also reduce the problem of over disposed products
in modern societies, and brings benefits to our living environment. Universal design is a
design solution in balancing aesthetic value, functional value and moral value.
In many cases, a design object is an integration of perceptual design and functional
design. However, in the case of graphic design, the perceptual design also contributes
to the practical function of visual communication. The relation between aesthetic
function and practical function is unclear. In terms of visual features (geometric forms),
graphic design shares certain features with visual art. Does the practical function in
perceptual design also exist in works of visual art? The cases of Wucius Wong’s
paintings and the Swiss grid show us that it is possible for an art object and a design
object to share aesthetic properties and aesthetic value. However, art objects and
design objects are different in terms of the overall value of a work. The aesthetic
function of a design object is subordinate to a utilitarian purpose, which is a nonaesthetic aim. In an art object, the aesthetic function is the supreme function. Besides
this difference, art objects and design objects also have differences in cognitive and
historical values. The point of view or conception expressed by a design object is not
personal, while in the case of art, it is personal. An art object can be a historical
narrative linking of an artist’s later work to earlier ones, while it is not the case in
design object.
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Finally, one may ask, to what principle or conception can a designer appeal when trying
to balance aesthetic value, functional value and moral value? The question is pertinent
because these different values do not come with particular weights. The question
‘what is the best solution to a design problem?’ is similar to Socrates’ question ‘how
should one live?’ These practical questions are ambiguous since they touch upon
various aspects. One can ask on a given occasion, ‘what should I do from an ethical
point of view?’ or ‘what should I do from a personal point of view?’ The question
involves different types of consideration, like moral, economical, political and
familial.523 Since there is no particular set of weights among different values, the
comparison of these values is unreasonable.
However, this view contradicts with people’s experience. People who make these
judgments in life do not need a particular set of weights, and they can reach
conclusions which they regard as rational or reasonable.524 Bernard Williams claims
that this comes from the idea of practical reason related to a particular understanding
of public rationality.525 This understanding requires that each decision be based on
grounds which can be clearly explained.526 This coheres with the notion of situational
appropriateness. To decide what is right or appropriate, we have to comprehend our
self-understanding and our understanding of the world.527 In a situation that calls for
action, there are reasons, which are derived from the validity of a norm, for an action
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to be appropriate. There are also reasons for choosing the relevant situation-specific
features in an action situation.
Although, in the design process a designer has to strike a balance between aesthetic
value, functional value and moral value, the search for a design solution is also a
practical question concerning a particular situation. An appropriate solution is a
decision that after all things have been considered in the deliberation, reflects a
particular understanding of public rationality and a rational choice of the relevant
features in a situation. As Scruton states, ‘What is appropriate is not necessarily what is
best. Our sense of the appropriate develops through recognizing multiple choices and
through seeking a potential order among them.’528 It aims at easy flexibility with a
sense of what is sensible, fitting and apt.529 The judgment of what is appropriate is not
exclusive.530 It is possible to have more than one appropriate solution to a problem.
The purpose of this research is not aimed at finding an ideal approach to achieve the
appropriateness in design, but through the investigation of the relation between
aesthetic aim and non-aesthetic aims and the relation of aesthetic value, functional
value and moral value of design objects to contribute architects’ and designers’
understanding of the issue, as the balance of various factors in design process is a
common problem faced by architects and designers. Another contribution of this
dissertation lies in the attempt of bringing two disciplines (the study of design and
aesthetics) together. The attempt in defining the value of design objects through the
conceptions of (analytic) aesthetics is possibly a good start to ignite following interests
in the research of other issues in this area. In addition, this dissertation also draws a
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connection between aesthetics and morality through the moral conceptions of
‘rightness’ and ‘goodness’.
Moreover, the discussion on the role of the grid in Wucius Wong’s art is original.
Wong’s paintings are particularly important to this research because it is a rare
example of how an artist applies design elements and concepts into the works of fine
art. Since art objects and design objects can share similarities in terms of visual form,
content, aesthetic function and aesthetic quality, the analysis of Wong’s art can
contribute to the clarification of art objects and design objects in terms of the relation
between aesthetic function and practical function. The discussion on the role of the
grid also introduces a different perspective to the study of Wucius Wong’s art. The grid
in Wong’s paintings functions as a tool which can organize the subjects of the painting
in a rational manner. Although, it is a practical function but it serves for the ultimate
function (aesthetic function) of the work. This finding supplements the previous studies
of Wong’s art.531 It also provides a further understanding of the relation between
Wong’s art and design concepts. I would like to thank Mr. Wucius Wong for his
generosity in revealing and explaining his concepts and thoughts of his art during the
interview.
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Appendix: reference figures

Figure 1: Rose and portcullis wallpaper designed by Augustus W.N. Pugin, England, 1830s.

Figure 2: Art Nouveau doorway, Paris, 1895.
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Figure 3: Louis Sullivan, Carson Pitie Scott store, Chicago, 1899.

Figure 4: Tubular steel and leather armchair designed by Mies van der Rode, Weimar, 1920s.
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Figure 5: ‘Ant’ chair designed by Arne Jacobsen, 1951.

Figure 6: An open-plan office, the components of which were produced by Steelcase Inc.,
U.S.A., 1950s.
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Figure 7: Aluminium petrol pump cylinders designed by Eliot Noyes, U.S.A., 1964.

Figure 8: Pastilli chair designed by Eero Aarnio, Finland, 1967.
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Figure 9: Piet Mondrain, Composition in Red, Blue, and Yellow, 1930, oil on canvas.

Figure10: Folding table designed by Erich Brendel, Weimar, 1924.
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Fig. 11: Poster for the Bauhaus exhibition designed by Joost Schmid, Weimar, 1923.

Figure 12: Malevich, Black Square, 1913, oil on canvas.
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Figure 13: Sportswear designed by Vavara Stepanova, Russia , 1917.

Figure 14: Tribal Scars.
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th

Figure 15: Silk textile fragment, 14 century, Nasrid, Spain.

th

Figure 16: Mandala of Bhutadamara, 14 century, Central Tibet.
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Figure 17: The golden spiral.

Figure 18: Mark Rothko, Red, Orange, Tan and Purple, 1954, oil on canvas.
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Figure 19: Fazzoletto vase designed by Paolo Venini, Italy, 1957.

Figure 20: Pieter Bruegel, The Fall of Icarus, 1558, oil on canvas.
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Figure 21: Drop tea set, designed by Luigi Colani, Germany, 1972. (Side view)

Figure 22: Drop tea set, designed by Luigi Colani, Germany, 1972. (Aerial view)

170

Figure 23: Wassily tubular steel armchair designed by Marcel Breuer, Weimar, 1925.

Figure 24: Filippo Brunelleschi, Pazzi Chapel, Florence, 1465.
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Figure 25: Componibili round storage system designed by Anna Castelli Ferrieri, ltaly 1967. (1)

Figure 26: Componibili round storage system designed by Anna Castelli Ferrieri, Italy 1967. (2)
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Figure 27: The wooden model of the prototype of WOBO bottle, Heineken Brewery,
Amsterdam, 1960.

Figure 28: Good Grip kitchen tools designed by Smart Design Company, New York, 1990.
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Figure 29: Letterpress printing machine.

Figure 30: Typography.
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Figure 31: Piet Mondrain, Composition II with Red, Blue and Yellow, 1930, oil on canvas.

Figure 32: Franz Kupka, Composition, Switzerland, 1930.
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Figure 33: Concert poster designed by Josef Miller Brockmann, Switzerland, 1955.

Figure 34: Catalogue cover designed by Josef Müller Brockmamm, Switzerland, 1957.
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Figure 35: Modulor man designed by Le Corbusier, France, 1948.

Figure 36: 24 positions for different sizes of image in a grid designed by Emil Ruder,
Switzerland, 1967.
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Figure 37: Wucius Wong, Cottages, 1959, Knife-scraped watercolor and ink on paper.

Figure 38: Wucius Wong, City Dwelling, 1960, Watercolor on paper.
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Figure 39: Joseph Mallord William Turner, Snowstorm, 1842, oil on canvas.

Figure 40: Fan Kuan, Travelers Among Mountains and Streams, latter half of 10th Century- early
11th Century, ink on silk.
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Figure 41: Wucius Wong, Agitated Water No. 9, 1989, ink and colour on paper.

Figure 42: Diagram of structure in Principles of Form and Design designed by Wucius Wong,
1993.
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Figure 43: Diagram of anomaly structure in Principle of Form and Design designed by Wucius
Wong, 1993.

Figure 44: Wucius Wong, Cloud Harmony No.1, 1978, Ink and color on paper.
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Figure 45: Wucius Wong, Purification No. 2, 1979, ink and color on paper.

Figure 46: Rembrandt van Rijn, Supper at Emmaus, 1628, oil on paper on panel.
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Figure 47: Wucius Wong, Mountain thoughts No. 2, 1981, ink and color on paper.

Figure 48: Thomas Moran, Landscape,1898, oil on canvas.
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Figure 49: Wucius Wong, Distant Thoughts No. 12, ink and color on paper.

Figure 50: Wucius Wong, Contemplation No. 14, 1988, ink and color on paper.
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Figure 51: Paul Cézanne, The Basket of Apples, 1895, oil on canvas.

Figure 52: Wucius Wong, Clouds above Plain No. 1, 1990, ink and color on paper.
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